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MISTAKEN IDENTITY 

Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 
 

In carpentry an oft-repeated reminder is “measure twice, cut once.” In plant identification, the 
reminder should be “look at all the parts of the plant, look where and how it is growing, then look 
at the plant again”. And when you write about the plant later look again rather than trusting your 
memory.   

For the past few years a plant growing in a crack on a black locust tree has intrigued me; I’ve 
shared those musings in the Plant Quiz section of this newsletter. How did it get there? Why is it 
still green in the middle of winter? But I forgot to check carefully: What is this plant?  

In last month’s Plant Quiz, I identified it as jewelweed. Wrong! Thank you Leah C., Cheryl A., 
and Frank A. who wrote to point out the error.  

Plant identification depends on several key characteristics: flower color, shape, size and 
arrangement; bloom time; leaf shape, texture, color and arrangement; seed shape and dispersal 
method; for woody plants, bark texture and leaf scars; site factors such as the amount of sun, 
moisture and soil characteristics. Finally, correct identification is aided by patience, practice and 
good reference materials.  

The plant in question is not in bloom and is growing on a 
tree, but still has enough key characteristics available to 
be correctly identified. One of the Dutchess Dirt readers 
wrote that it is a celandine. Ah, but which celandine? 
Greater Celandine, Lesser Celandine, or Celandine 
Poppy? Let’s look at the candidates.      

Orange Jewelweed (Impatiens capensis) is a summer 
blooming annual that grows 2-5” tall, with small clusters 
of orange flowers. The leaves are alternate, ovate, thin 
and hairless. The stems are fragile and somewhat 
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translucent. It grows in light shade, in wet to moist, fertile soil. It exudes an orange sap which is 
said to take away the itch from poison ivy blisters or the burning sensation caused by stinging 
nettles. It is a native plant which attracts pollinators, caterpillars and hummingbirds and feeds 
gamebirds, deer and mice. Also called Touch-Me-Not, it spreads by seed which are flung from 
the ripe capsule when it is jostled.  

Greater Celandine (Chelidonium majus) is a biennial, growing in a 
rosette during the first year, then in branching stems 2 feet tall in the 
second year. The leaves are alternate, compound, lobed and 6 
inches long. The stems are hairy. Small yellow flowers are held in 
clusters of three to eight at the end of a stalk in summer. It grows in 
full sun, in moist and fertile soils. Greater celandine was introduced 
from Europe as an herbal plant and also is used in ornamental 
gardens. It produces pollen so it attracts some insects. It spreads by 
seed. Ants are attracted to the seeds and aid in their distribution by 
carrying the seeds to their nests. The plant has an orange sap 
which is toxic and bitter tasting making it unlikely that wildlife feeds 
on it. It is of the poppy family.    

Celandine Poppy (Stylophorum diphyllum) is also 
of the poppy family but is native to New York. This 
perennial is 12-18 inches tall with basal, low-
growing leaves and a stem with leaves that are 
opposite. The stems and leaves are hairy and 
have an orange sap. The plants grow in partial 
shade in rich, moist soil. The yellow flowers that 
bloom in mid- to late-spring are 1 ¼ to 2 ¼ inches 
wide, produce pollen that attracts some insects 
and mature into large, attractive seed capsules. 
Ants aid in seed distribution and mice eat the 
seeds but the toxic foliage with a yellow-orange 
sap repels mammals.   

Lesser celandine (Ranunculus ficaria) is a perennial. It produces a 
cluster of basal leaves which are opposite, oval, dark green and 
smooth. The stems are short, and weak. It grows in full sun to light 
shade, and in moist conditions but can also survive in shadier and 
dryer locations and can spread aggressively. Plants bloom in early 
spring producing small flowers with 7-12 yellow petals and three 
green sepals. It is also called fig buttercup, a name which describes 
its flowers well. Lesser celandine was introduced from Eurasia as an 
ornamental and medicinal plant. It spreads by seed, shallow tubers 
and bulbils. It attracts pollinators, 
providing both nectar and pollen. Some 
birds and small mammals are reported to 

find it a minor source of food but its foliage, roots 
and tubes can be quite toxic. It has become an 
invasive plant in our area, often seen in great 
abundance of dense colonies along the roads 
and waterways especially in Westchester County 
and further south.  
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Marsh Marigold (Caltha palustris) is a native perennial. Like 
lesser celandine, it is of the buttercup family (Ranuncu- 
laceae). Its leaves, stems, growth and habitat are similar, 
although it prefers sunny areas where the soil is consistently 
moist, almost mucky.  Marsh marigold’s flowers are formed 
by 5-9 yellow sepals, with no true petals. It blooms a bit later 
in spring than lesser celandine and spreads by seed. It 
occasionally forms loose colonies at favorable sites. The 
nectar and pollen primarily attract native bees and flies.  

Back to the plant in question. What is it?  
 
The stems are not translucent like jewelweed and the leaves 
are lobed, not ovate. The leaves are not hairy enough for 
Celandine Poppy although they do have an orange sap. 
Lesser Celandine and its native look-alike Marsh Marigold 
(which is not a Marigold) have very different leaves. The plant 
is Greater Celandine. Ants may have carried the seed to their 
spot on the tree. 
 
It’s still remarkable that a plant has been growing all winter in 
the side of a tree. The fact that it’s not an annual makes it less 
remarkable, but it’s still pretty interesting. 
 
The photos in this article are by John Hilty, the webmaster of 
Illinois Wildflowers, an excellent source for researching 
wildflowers at www.illinoiswildflowers.info/. Other great sources 
include the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center at www.wildflower.org, the New York Flora 
Atlas at newyork.plantatlas.usf.edu and Native Plant Trust Go Botany at 
gobotany.nativeplanttrust.org/ 
 

 

Is Sphagnum Moss a Sustainable Resource? 

LET’S THINK ABOUT ALTERNATIVES TO PEAT MOSS  
 

By Chris Ferrero, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 

As gardeners, we run through bales of peat moss without giving much thought to where it 
comes from, how it’s harvested or what its future is. The many bags of seed-starter medium and 
potting soil we use consume even more peat moss. 
 
It’s a terrific soil amendment in all its forms. Even though it 
arrives on our garden bench dry and infertile, it can 
texturize and aerate heavy clay soils, help sandy soils 
retain water and nutrients, and acidify high-pH soil to 
make happier ericaceous plants like rhododendrons, 
hollies and blueberries. No wonder gardeners have been 
using it world-wide for generations.  
 
But where does peat moss come from? 
  

Photo: Wikimedia Commons 

http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/
http://www.wildflower.org/
http://newyork.plantatlas.usf.edu/
https://gobotany.nativeplanttrust.org/
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Back to the Bog  
 
It starts with sphagnum moss, which grows all over the world in climates that are mild, humid 
and rainy. As sphagnum moss dies, it is overgrown by new sphagnum moss, and as this 
process is repeated over hundreds of years, the layers of dead moss (along with twigs and 
other plant and insect life caught in these layers) form what we call peat moss. Commercial 
operations harvest, dry and compress peat moss into bales. 
 

This long process also produces the unique 
freshwater ecosystem called the bog, one of 
Mother Nature’s water purification systems, 
considered of high importance for biodiversity.  
 
If you’re picturing the British Isles, and more 
particularly Ireland, you have the idea. But 
most British peat sources have been depleted 
over the last 100 years, largely harvested in 
bricks and burned for heating and cooking. 
 
In fact, harvesting peat moss destroys entire 
bog ecosystems because of their slow 
regeneration rate, which is estimated to be a 
yard in depth every thousand years.  

 
In the U.S. we get most of our peat from Canada, which still has vast acreage of bogs – about 
25% of the world’s peatlands, of which only .02% is harvested -- and has built a well-regulated 
industry that aims to harvest responsibly.  
 
Still, as stewards of the earth, we gardeners have to wonder if this destruction is worth it. Can’t 
we consider other options? 
 
Three Alternatives to Peat Moss 
1. The in-kind alternative: Coconut Coir. 

Made from coconut fiber, this is a relatively recent arrival in garden centers. Coir is a peat 
moss look-alike that is renewably sourced but much more expensive and of course not as 
widely available (typically sold in bricks rather than large cubes). Its water retention 
capabilities compared to peat moss are still hotly debated. 
 

2. A better alternative: Compost 

Home gardeners can compost materials in our own back yards to serve most gardening 
needs. The ultimate in renewable resources, compost beats peat moss all around: 
 

 Improves soil structure and texture. Every soil type benefits from amendment with compost, 
which helps hold and transport water and nutrients to plantings. Compost is like a sponge, 
with pockets that hold water and air. Studies show as little as a 5% addition of compost can 
quadruple soil’s ability to hold water, making your plantings more resilient to climate change. 
 

 Improves plants’ ability to take up nutrition. Finished compost or more precisely, organic 
matter attracts, retains and exchanges nutrients more effectively and makes them available 
for plants to take up through their roots as needed 

Photo: Wikimedia Commons 
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Another source of good compost amendment is leaf 
mold, decomposed leaves from your own trees in the 
fall. Small leaves from shrubs and certain species of 
trees will compost quickly in their own piles.  But 
oaks, maples and other larger leaves should be 
chopped or shredded, even if all you do is run over 
your leaf piles with a lawn mower a few times after 
raking them up. This makes a fluffy mix that can be 
used as mulch or as soil amendment, or as the 
essential “brown” to compost with your “green” 
kitchen scraps. 

If you’re not composting now, or if your kitchen scraps, garden trimmings and dried leaves aren’t 
producing a large enough quantity of compost, you can buy bagged compost inexpensively from 
garden centers.  There are many brands with different textures, so experiment until you find 
compost that fits your needs.  

 
3. The most realistic alternative: A mix of all of the above. 

The final answer might just be to use ALL of our resources thoughtfully, and to use peat moss in 
that mix but in moderation. Peat is unbeatable in growing mixes for seeds and cuttings in part 
because it’s sterile and minimizes disease problems. But start amending your potting soil in 
outdoor containers by adding 25-40% compost per year, and you won’t have to buy those 
moisture granules, nor will you have to add so much fertilizer. And to supply the larger quantities 
of organic matter for improving garden soil, let’s completely turn over the job to compost 
instead. 
 
 
Need more help on composting? Call our 
Master Gardener hotline starting April 1 
for phone advice and info sheets we can 
email or mail to you.  
 
OR click on these links to Cornell 
resources:  
 

 Cornell’s Quick-Start Guide to 

Composting 

 

 Cornell’s Composting brochure 

  

 Leaf Composting from Cornell 

Cooperative Extension Tompkins 

County 

 
 
 

 
 

Old fashioned peat farming produced fuel for centuries in 
the British Isles, a practice that has diminished because of 
environmental concerns and the depletion of bogs. 
Photo: Wikipedia 

 

Kitchen scraps to compost: The ultimate 
renewable soil amendment    Photo: Ben Krackx, 
Pixabay 

http://ccetompkins.org/resources/compost-quick-start-guide-to-compost
http://ccetompkins.org/resources/compost-quick-start-guide-to-compost
http://ccetompkins.org/resources/compost-home-composting-brochure
file:///C:/Users/Chris/Documents/Garden%20MG/MG%20Speakers%20Bureau/Composting/Leaf_Composting.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Chris/Documents/Garden%20MG/MG%20Speakers%20Bureau/Composting/Leaf_Composting.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Chris/Documents/Garden%20MG/MG%20Speakers%20Bureau/Composting/Leaf_Composting.pdf
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WEBSITES TO VISIT 
 

New App for Farmers to report Locusts 
New Cornell Tomato ‘Jaded’ 

 
CCEDC ARLINGTON CONTINUING EDUCATION CLASSES 

 
Learn It, Grow It, Eat It! Vegetable Gardening for Beginners  
Tuesdays March 17 – April 14 (no class April 7) 
 
In four sessions taught by Dutchess County's Master Gardener Volunteers, you will learn how 
to: Choose your location and prepare your site, select and grow seeds and plants, weed, mulch, 
thin and trellis, protect your site from critters, grow microgreens on your kitchen counter all year 
long and harvest! 
 
You will walk through step-by-step instructions for growing peas, radishes, cucumbers, beans, 
chives, carrots, onions, herbs, tomatoes, squash, peppers, beets, all kinds of greens and more. 
We even provide some seed or plants so you can plant immediately. Each class provides plenty 
of time to answer your questions.   

Classes will be held Tuesdays March 17 - April 14 (no class April 7), 6:30-8:30, at Arlington 
High School, 1157 Route 55, LaGrangeville NY 12540. For questions call Nancy at CCEDC, 
845-677-8223 ext 115 

Course fee for the series is $40. Click here for class details. To register for course number 5237 
go to Arlington High School Adult Education. 
 

Advanced Vegetable Gardening: Take your gardening to the next level 
Mondays March 2 – 30 
 
Do you want more control over your food supply? Would you like to eat organic, locally raised 
vegetables, harvested at the peak of nutrition and flavor without breaking the family budget? 
Start or expand your vegetable garden! 

In five sessions taught by Dutchess County's Master Gardener Volunteer Mary Nisley, you will 
learn advanced techniques for growing vegetables, from selecting varieties and planting seeds 
and transplants, to growing and harvesting. We will look at how to protect your garden from 
pests both big and tiny and cover techniques such as growing beds, mulching, watering, crop 
rotation and garden design. This information will help experienced gardeners take their garden 
to the next level. 

Classes will be held Mondays, March 2 – 30, 6:30-8:45 pm, at Arlington High School, 1157 

Route 55, LaGrangeville NY 12540. For questions call Nancy at CCEDC, 845-677-8223 ext 115 

Course fee for the series is $50. Click here for class details. To register for course number 5131 
go to Arlington High School Adult Education. 
 

 
ANNOUNCEMENTS 

 

https://www.morningagclips.com/farmers-to-tackle-locust-swarms-armed-with-new-app/
https://www.morningagclips.com/new-variety-challenges-jaded-attitudes-to-green-tomatoes/
http://ccedutchess.org/events/2016/01/04/learn-it-grow-it-eat-it-vegetable-gardening-for-beginners
https://www.arlingtonschools.org/Page/649
http://ccedutchess.org/events/2020/03/02/advanced-vegetable-gardening-take-your-gardening-to-the-next-level
https://www.arlingtonschools.org/Page/649
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Getting Started with Urban Vegetable Gardening Thursdays April 2-23, Adriance 
Library Adult Education, 6:30-8:30 PM, 93 Market Street, Poughkeepsie NY, 12601.  
 
In four sessions taught by Dutchess County's Master Gardener volunteers, with a focus on city-
dwellers who are beginning vegetable gardeners and may have access to a city garden plot or 
just a balcony for containers. You will learn how to: Choose your location and prepare your site, 
select and grow seeds and plants, weed, mulch, thin and trellis, protect your site from critters, 
grow microgreens on your kitchen counter all year long and harvest! 
 
You will walk through step-by-step instructions for growing peas, radishes, cucumbers, beans, 
chives, carrots, onions, herbs, tomatoes, squash, peppers, beets, all kinds of greens, 
microgreens and more. We even provide some seed or plants so you can plant immediately. 
Each class provides plenty of time to answer your questions.   
 
Classes will be held Thursdays April 2 - 23, 6:30-8:30PM. There is no fee. Click here for more 
details. Registration is required and will open the end of March. Contact Adriance Library 
Administration at 845-485-3445 x3707 

For questions call Nancy at CCEDC, 845-677-8223 ext 115 

 
Dutchess County Soil and Water Conservation District Annual Tree and Shrub Sale:  
trees, shrubs, ground cover and wildflowers selected to work with conservation practices on 
your property, such as creating small animal habitat, providing ground stabilization or wind 
breaks and improving landscapes. Plants are sold and packaged in bundles so be sure to take 
note of the number and size of the plants on the order form.  
 
To place your order using our Seedling Sale Website, visit https://dutchessswcd.com/ Ordering 
Deadline: March 20, 2020 Pick Up Dates: April 24th 8:30am -6:00pm April 25th– 9:00am—
12:00pm 
 
Locust Grove Estate is looking for volunteers: On Tuesday, March 24th at 10:30 AM, we’ll be 
holding our annual spring kick-off meeting at Locust Grove’s visitor center. If you’re interested in 
volunteering in Locust Grove’s gardens this upcoming season, this is a great opportunity to 
learn a bit more, ask questions, and meet other volunteers—coffee and light snacks will be 
provided! We are currently looking for a couple people to join our Tuesday morning (9 AM-12 
PM) flower garden crew: Tuesday volunteers leave with fresh, cut flowers from our gardens at 
the end of the morning, and our work focuses on weeding, deadheading, and harvesting 
flowers. Volunteers who can join occasionally but not each week are very welcome. Gardeners / 
volunteers with all levels of experience are encouraged to join us—we provide the tools and the 
training! Please email or call Claire at horticulture@lgny.org / 845-454-4500 x 219 to rsvp; you 
can also send us a message on Instagram (@locustgroveestate) or facebook! 

 
Volunteer at the Roosevelt Home Garden: What makes the volunteer experience at the 
Roosevelt Home garden so rewarding?   
Our volunteers tell us that they enjoy: 

 Fresh air and exercise 

 Interacting with National Park visitors 

 Promoting the Roosevelts’ vision of easy access to local fresh produce 

 Learning and gardening with new friends 
 

http://ccedutchess.org/events/2019/04/04/getting-started-with-urban-vegetable-gardening
https://dutchessswcd.com/
mailto:horticulture@lgny.org
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NPS horticulture staff and volunteers raise over 30 kinds of vegetables that were grown by the 
Roosevelt family in 1912-1914.  Produce is sent weekly to the Dutchess Outreach Fresh Market 
in the City of Poughkeepsie.  The garden also houses a small space gardening exhibit which 
demonstrates how anyone can grow some of their own food regardless of limitations of space, 
money, time, and physical ability. 
 
Come join us!  We are hosting a kickoff meeting for volunteers, and we welcome individuals 
interested in volunteering to attend.  Learn about the history of the garden, long term restoration 
goals, and roles for volunteers: 
 
Friday April 3, 2020, 10:00- 11:30 am, Wallace Visitor Center, Home of Franklin D. Roosevelt 
on Route 9 in Hyde Park, NY.  To register for the meeting, email Susan MacAvery, NPS 
Horticulturist at susan_macavery@nps.gov. 
 
No prior gardening experience is required.  We will provide the tools and training you need.  
Regular volunteer hours begin in April (weather permitting); Tuesdays and Fridays from 9 am – 
12 pm.  Some weekend and evening volunteer opportunities will be available on occasion.   

 
Plots Available at Vassar College Community Gardens.  The community gardens at Vassar 
College have plots available for spring 2020. These organic gardens are located at the Vassar 
Farm and Environmental Center on Rt. 376 in Poughkeepsie. A 20'x20' plot costs 
$40 for the season. The gardens are in full sun and water is available. Gardeners should plan 
on 5-6 hours a week for planting, harvesting, weeding and garden maintenance. 
 
For more information please see http://pages.vassar.edu/community-gardens/ 
Click on 'Get a Garden' and complete the form to be added to our wait list. 

 
 

HOLD THE DATE!  
CEDC MASTER GARDENER SPRING PLANT SALE May 15 & 16 

Plants are ordered, seeds have arrived, and soon the growing will begin!  

The 2020 plant sale is scheduled for Friday, May 15 (from 10 AM-4 PM) & Saturday, May 16 
(from 9 AM-2 PM). Visit ccedutchess.org/gardening/spring-plant-sale for a list of the plants that 
will be for sale. Gift certificates are available which are a welcome gift for any gardener! 
Certificates may be purchased for any amount and are not redeemable for cash. To purchase a 
Master Gardener Plant Sale gift certificate, or for more information, please contact Nancy Halas 
by e-mail at nh26@cornell.edu or by calling 845-677-8223 × 115.  

UPCOMING EVENTS 
Saturday, March 21, 2:00 pm, Freedom Plains United Presbyterian Church, 1156 Rte 55, 
LaGrangeville “Composting for the Home” by CCEDC Master Gardener volunteer Cathy 
Lane. For more information, visit http://fppchurch.org/WPS/ 

Tuesday, March 10, 6:30 pm, Star Library, 14 Creamery Road, Stanfordville, NY, “Garden 
Design” by CCEDC Master Gardener volunteer Philomena Kiernan. For more information, visit 
https://starrlibrary.org/ 

mailto:susan_macavery@nps.gov
http://pages.vassar.edu/community-gardens/
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/spring-plant-sale
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://fppchurch.org/WPS/
https://starrlibrary.org/


March 2020 Page 9 
 

 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 

 
      

The Laelia anceps  hybrid is being guarded by the 
kitten Lydia from her sister Julia. 

This tree still retains its seeds from last 
summer. Do you know what it is?  

 
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/

