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Executive Director’s Note 
“Anyone who thinks that gardening begins in the spring and ends in the fall is 
missing the best part of the whole year; for gardening begins in January with the 
dream” 

          - Josephine Neuse 

 

The winter season is upon us. We have put our gardens to bed, have put away our hoes, 
trowels and garden stakes for the season. This season always leave me a bit sad as I walk 
by border gardens, vegetable plots and perennial patches. They look abandoned, as they 
lay dormant. 

However, as I look out my window on this post- snowstorm sunny day, I peer into the 
middle distance of my imagination, and start to ponder the possibilities of spring. I start to 
consider what new additions (grape tomatoes? Heirloom cherry tomatoes? Scotch 
bonnets?) will make an appearance in 2020, and how annual favorites (cucumbers, 
collards, Swiss chard) and perennials (rhubarb!) will be on a spring shopping list.  

Renewed, I decorate my office plants with (light) holiday bows and ornaments, the touch of 
my fichus trees and the trimming of a philodendron remind me that all living things have 
their season for planning and dreaming.  
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Thank you for your interest in Gardening Matters! This newsletter is published 

quarterly (4 issues). Subscriptions are $10  per year.  To subscribe, call the CCE-Yates 

County Office at 315-536-5123 or visit https://reg.cce.cornell.edu/gardeningmatters-
winter2020_257 
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Flashcards in the Garden 

  

  

Snow Bunting 
(Plectrophenax nivalis) 

Cold and dark winter days come alive with the 
flurry of black-and-white Snow Buntings 
(Plectrophenax nivalis) tumbling in flight 

across barren fields and lakeshores. These 

restless birds flock up by the hundreds in 
winter, scattering across Canada and the 

United States.  

Poison Ivy                                

(Toxicodendron radicans) 

Although this plant is a native species, it packs a 

powerful itch even in its dormant form. Be careful 

of cutting or disturbing the dormant vines which 

contain Urushiol, the compound that most of us 

respond to with an itchy rash, even in winter.  

Winterberry 
(Ilex verticillata)  

Ilex verticillata, commonly called winterberry, is 

a deciduous holly that is native to eastern North 
America where it typically occurs in swamps, 
damp thickets, low woods and along ponds and 
streams. Easily grown in average, acidic, medium 
to wet soils in full sun to part shade.  Adaptable to 

both light and heavy soils, but prefers moist, 
acidic, organic loams.  

Scale Insect 
(Icerya purchasi ) 

Scale insects feed on a wide range of host 
plants and are common pests of many indoor 

and outdoor herbaceous ornamental plants 
as well as many trees and shrubs. Most 

species are restricted to particular host plants 
or plant groups, and some are serious crop 

pests.  



Flashcards in the Garden 

Snow Bunting 
(Plectrophenax nivalis) 

Scale Insect 
(Icerya purchasi) 

• Smaller than a pinhead, they move around 
searching for a favorable spot to settle down to 

feed and begin producing their distinctive scale 
coverings, but in some species they are moved 

by wind to settle on other plants.  

• They feed by sucking plant sap through their 
long, needle-like mouthparts (six to eight times 

longer than the insect itself!).  

• Many also excrete sticky honeydew which 

supports the growth of sooty mold.  

• Sooty mold is a black-colored fungus; when it 
coats the top side of leaves, that interferes with 

photosynthesis and makes the plants 

unattractive and yellow.  

• Contact your local Cooperative Extension office 

for advice on controlling scale.  

Source: https://wimastergardener.org/article/scale-insects/  

Poison Ivy                                                                          

(Toxicodendron radicans) 

Winterberry 
(Ilex verticillata)  

• Good tolerance for poorly drained soils including 
wet boggy or swampy conditions (this species is 
native to swampy areas of Eastern North 

America).  

• Winterberries are dioecious (separate male and 

female plants).  

• Only fertilized female flowers will produce the 
attractive red berries that are the signature of the 

species.  

• Generally one male winterberry will be sufficient 

for pollinating 6-10 female plants.  

• Flowers appear on new growth.  

• Prune to shape in early spring just before new 

growth appears.  

• Many cultivars with extremely showy fruit are 

available.  

Source: https://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/
PlantFinderDetails.aspx?kempercode=d440#AllImages  

Photo Credit: Wally Gobetz, Bronx Botanic Garden 

• These are recognizable in winter due to their 
tendency to produce aerial roots along larger 

stems, giving them a hairy appearance.  

• Although we don’t generally appreciate their 

itchy nature, the berries are a valuable food 
source for birds and other animals in the 

winter.  

• A common way of getting poison ivy in the 
winter is by handling firewood. Be cautious of 
any cut trees that have leafless vines wrapped 
around them as you could touch dead poison 

ivy without realizing it.  

• Burning poison ivy can be quite dangerous as 
it can result in inhalation of urushiol causing a 
severe rash that spreads systemically 

throughout the body.  

Source: www.poison-ivy.org 
https://www.teclabsinc.com/tips-info/poison-ivy-and-oak-guide/are-
dead-poison-ivy-plants-safe-to-touch  

• Snow Buntings breed in the high Arctic among 

rocky crevices where their crisp white plumage 

blends in with the snowy landscape.  

• In the winter they acquire rusty tones that help 
them blend in with their winter homes of bare 

ground and crop stubble.  

• Look for them in crop stubble and along lakeshores 

where debris forms a ring around the water's edge.  

• When they forage they tend to crouch down and 

blend in extremely well with the ground; even if 

you don't think you see anything, give the ground a 

scan and look for movement.  

• Snow Buntings are also restless during the winter 

and fly to a new spot every 10 minutes or so. Look 

for a flurry of black-and-white as they dash off to a 

new foraging spot. 
 
Source:  https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Snow_Bunting/
overview 
 
Photo Credit: Darren Clark, MacCaulay library. Found on al-
laboutbirds.org.  
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What to do in the Winter 

January 

 Begin a spreadsheet to keep track on what 
vegetables and plants you want to try in the garden 
this year. Research which are easiest to start from 
seed and which are best to buy as transplants.  

 Take a winter survey of your garden- look for areas 
that could use a little winter interest and take pictures 
to help with next year’s gardening. 

 Scout your houseplants for pests and remember to let 
them dry out a bit between waterings to prevent root 
rot.  

 January thaw got you hankering for an outdoor 
garden project? Begin pruning your fruit trees and 
ornamentals.  

 

February 
 Order your seeds for the best selection. Have old 

seeds left over? Do a germination test to see if they 
are still viable (see page 12 for instructions).  

 Want to attract more native pollinators? Build bee 
condos to provide many species of solitary bees with 
nesting locations in your yard.  

March 
 As the days grow longer, you can start thinking about 

feeding your houseplants again- a very dilute liquid 
fertilizer 

 Continue pruning projects until the buds begin to 
swell (usually April) 

 Take your lawnmower blades in for sharpening.  

 March is a great time to tackle cleaning up your 
garden shed and organizing your supplies. Get rid of 
products (following label instructions) that are out of 
date or show signs of degradation such as clumping 
or separating.  

Pictured: DIY Bee Condo 

Photo Credit: Old Farmer’s Almanac 

Photo Credit: Sun Valley Landscaping 

Photo Credit: Harmony Sustainable Landscapes 



Perennials for Winter Interest 

The end of the growing season is often a bittersweet 
experience for gardeners. It signals the end of months of work 
— but also marks the end of the splendid time when each day 
offers up something new, from the bold bloom of a 
rhododendron to the subtle emergence of flower heads on 
ornamental grasses. 

The late-autumn and winter gardens do have their charms, and 
perennials can be very much a part of this four-season 
interest. While good garden tidiness dictates a thorough 
cleanup in the fall, there are some interesting plants that can 
be left standing, since even in their dormancy, they offer 
surprising delights for the discriminating eye. 

The condition, stature, and overall appearance of plants in the 
winter depend greatly on how healthy they were during the growing 
season. Plants that were not watered during the drought or were 
attacked by disease or insects will surely not make worthy winter 
specimens. But healthy, well-tended plants, sited in their preferred 
environments, can turn out to be the unexpected treasures of the 
winter garden. 

BLUE 

For gardeners partial to blue plants, there are two selections of 
ornamental grasses that hold their blue color well into winter. Elijah 
Blue blue fescue (Festuca ovina glauca 'Elijah Blue') is the bluest of 
the fescues and retains its compact form all season. Blue oat grass 
(Helictotrichon sempervirens) grows taller, at 2 to 3 feet, and its stiff 
blue foliage will remain a true blue until early spring, when it should 
be pruned to the ground like other ornamental grasses. 

SILVER 

Any plant with blue, silver, or gray foliage must be planted in full 
sun in very well-draining soil or it will develop rot at the crown or in 
the roots. The low-growing cottage pink Dianthus 
gratianopolitanus 'Bath's Pink' has a strong reputation for resisting 
the "melting out" tendency of other silver-blue-foliaged plants. In 
spring, the pink fringed flowers complement the slender blue-to-
silver foliage; in winter the blue foliage alone is the 
attraction. Artemisia stellerana 'Silver Brocade', the hardy dusty 
miller, features intense silver foliage in both summer and winter 
since it contrasts nicely with the bright green of boxwood or other 
smaller evergreens. Plant this lacy perennial where drainage is 
excellent. 

YELLOW 

Bright golden plants in winter are striking, especially when set against the darker foliage of plants with 
purple or green leaves. The creeping ground cover Veronica repens 'Sunshine' is a newer variety whose 
tiny mosslike leaves remain yellow all year. For a moist area, the golden sedge Carex elata 'Bowles 
Golden' will keep its color most of the winter. Its 2- to 3-foot arching golden leaves feature fine green 
margins. 

 Source:  
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/perennials_winter_interest  

Photo Credit: David J. Stang, 2006 

Pictured: Helictotrichon sempervirens 
Photo Credit: www.perennials.com 

Pictured: Dianthus gratianopolitanus  
Photo Credit: Kurt Stüber 

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/perennials_winter_interest


BURGUNDY AND PURPLE 

Plants with dark purple or burgundy foliage work well in perennial 
borders because nearby flowering plants with blue, pink, lavender, 
or yellow flowers show them to advantage. The extremely 
popular Heuchera, or coral bells, offers new dark-leaved hybrids 
annually, some of which retain their mottled purple leaves year-
round. 'Plum Pudding' is such a plant. Its leaves are glossy 
burgundy with silver lines in the summer. In winter, the color 
remains but the shine departs. 

ORNAMENTAL GRASSES 

Grasses are key players in the late-fall and winter garden. The 
ones that retain their shape without collapsing under heavy snow 
loads or shattering their seed heads midwinter are especially 
valuable. Northern sea oats (Chasmanthium latifolium), Karl 
Foerster feather reed grass (Calamagrostis x acutiflora 'Karl 
Foerster'), and most of the fountain grasses (Pennisetum 
alopecuroides) are favorites for four-season interest. 

SEEDS 

Many gardeners value the plants that bring in birds seeking out 
seeds. Purple or white coneflowers (Echinacea purpurea) are well 
known to goldfinches who perch on the rounded cones and peck 
away at the nutritious, oil-rich seeds. Cultivars of the native 
switchgrass, Panicum virgatum, produce tiny seeds that only the 
smallest birds can seize. And the other forms of coneflower, like 
the black-eyed Susan, (Rudbeckia spp.) are also favored by seed-
eating songbirds. When left to dry naturally in the garden, these 
plants will add another dimension to what we once thought was a 
dormant season. 

Perennials for Winter Interest 

Source:  
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/perennials_winter_interest  

Pictured: Heuchera, or coral bells 
Photo Credit: Matt Suwak 

Pictured: Chasmanthium latifolium, or 
northern sea oats 
Photo Credit: Joseph A. Marcus 

Photo Credit: The Old Farmer’s Almanac 

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/perennials_winter_interest


Shrubs & Trees for the Winter Landscape 

Does your winter garden resemble a black and white 
photograph? In spite of short, dark days and a blanket of 
snow, your landscape need not be drearily dull. January is 
an excellent time to evaluate your outdoor space for 
structural interest, texture, and color. You may beautify your 
winter garden with plants that provide food and cover to 
attract a diversity of wildlife. Here are some ideas for 
choosing trees and shrubs with attractive bark, eye-catching 
fruit, interesting sculptural forms, and evergreen hues that 
remind us that when the garden is covered in snow, life still 
exists there  
 

Trees and Shrubs with Interesting Bark 
High on my wish list is the shrub called red-osier dogwood (Cornus sericea), with its bright red 
stems. I first noticed this beauty at Longwood Gardens where they grow the cultivar ‘Baileyi’. Other 
cultivated varieties are ‘Cardinal’ and ‘Arctic Fire’. For a bright splash of color, choose the coral 
bark willow (Salix alba ‘Britzensis’) that really stands out in the winter landscape. ‘Britzensis’ can 
grow into a big tree so it is most suitable for larger gardens. Other recommended trees are parrotia 
(Parrotia persica), Higan cherry (Prunus subhirtella ‘Autumnalis’), American beech (Fagus 
grandifolia), and European beech (Fagus sylvatica). Some plants have beautiful exfoliating 
(peeling) bark such as that of the river birch (Betula nigra ‘Heritage’). My favorite, however, is the 
paperbark maple (Acer griseum), a small tree with cinnamon peeling papery bark. The Japanese 
stewartia (Stewartia pseudocamellia) with its mottled brown, gold, and gray peeling bark has the 
added bonus of beautiful, camellia-like blooms in the summer. 

 
Trees and Shrubs with Colorful Berries for Wildlife 
Several bird species overwinter in Pennsylvania, including cardinals, goldfinches, woodpeckers, 
blue jays, and the white-breasted nuthatch. When we plant evergreens and native fruiting shrubs 
we provide them with safe, year-round protection from predators and bad weather, as well as 
needed winter food. Birds require lipids and fats to survive. I like to think I am doing my bit to 
restore critically needed habitat while adding beauty to my garden. Some plants that keep their fruit 
through winter, thus providing food for wildlife, are hawthorn (Crataegus spp), American 
cranberrybush viburnum (Viburnum trilobum), and staghorn sumac (Rhus typhina). Birds feed on 
staghorn sumac late in the winter. I like this shrub for the beautiful structure of its red -fruiting 
spikes. Dark-eyed juncos, cedar waxwings, and robins love the blue berries of Eastern red cedar 
(Juniperus virginiana). Other trees and shrubs with colorful fruit include cultivars of crabapple 
(Malus spp.) that have red or yellow fruit in the winter. Harvest Gold® and Golden Raindrops® are 
yellow-fruited crabapples. Consider native plants such as beautyberry (Callicarpa 
americana), possumhaw viburnum (Viburnum nudum), and winterberry (Ilex verticillata ‘Winter 
Red’). Winterberry, or deciduous holly, stands out in the landscape with its showy red berries. 
Unlike the evergreen holly, it sheds its leaves each autumn.  
 

Evergreen Trees and Shrubs 
Evergreens protect wildlife from the cold and wind. A suitable choice is American holly ( Ilex opaca) 
with its glossy, green leaves and bright, red berries that draw songbirds. For clay soil, acceptable 
evergreens are arborvitae (Thuja occidentalis) and Austrian pine (Pinus nigra). White pine, 
Siberian spruce, and Oriental spruce are good choices. The Eastern  hemlock tree (Tsuga 
canadensis) is a long-lived evergreen and the Pennsylvania state tree. They are very graceful, but 
be aware that they can be attacked by the hemlock woolly adelgid. With limited space, I chose a 
narrow evergreen tree, a weeping Norway spruce (Picea abies ‘Pendula’), for an area next to my 
pond. I love its fluid, drooping appearance. 

Photo Credit: Mike Masiuk 

Source: https://extension.psu.edu/shrubs-and-trees-for-the-winter-landscape  

https://extension.psu.edu/shrubs-and-trees-for-the-winter-landscape


Shrubs & Trees for the Winter Landscape 

Planning, Care, and Maintenance Tips 
I have found that shrubs are easier to care for than perennial flowers as they don ’t have to be 
weeded, divided, or deadheaded. Definition: a shrub is a woody plant that grows between the 
ground layer of your garden and the tree canopy. Shrubs are usually between 3 to 15 feet tall. 
They are multi-stemmed. 
 

• As you design your landscape, consider what you see in nature. Arrange trees and shrubs in 
groups rather than planting them individually. 

• Always take into account each plant ’s size at maturity as well as its shape, color, and texture.  

• Select plants that will thrive in your hardiness zone. 

• When purchasing, read the plant label for the conditions needed and ask the nursery personnel 
for information. 

• Conserve water by mulching under the tree or shrub canopy.  

• Prune red-osier dogwood and willows (those are the ones with the colorful bark) annually, as 
young shoots have the brightest colors. Remove approximately one-third of the oldest stems in 
late winter. 

• Rejuvenate shrubs occasionally by cutting the stems all the way back to the ground in early 
spring. 

 
While waiting for the first blooms of snowdrops and hellebores to herald the end of the cold 
season, I enjoy my winter landscape. It has a beauty all its own. Take the time now to list some 
trees or shrubs with attractive bark, eye-catching fruit, interesting sculptural forms, and evergreen 
hues. Add them to the garden before next winter. They will not disappoint.  

Source: https://extension.psu.edu/shrubs-and-trees-for-the-winter-landscape  

Pictured: Thuja occidentalis Pictured: Callicarpa Shikokiana 
Photo Credit: Irene Grassi 

https://extension.psu.edu/shrubs-and-trees-for-the-winter-landscape


Microclimate - the climate of a very small or 
restricted area, especially when this differs from 
the climate of the surrounding area. 
(en.oxforddictionaries.com ) 

It doesn’t matter what your plant hardiness zone is, at 
home you garden in microclimates. Now that the cold 
weather is here, you may have already sheltered some 
or all of your precious plants.  

So why is it important to find the microclimates at your 
house? For protection from inclement weather, for the 
best growing conditions and for survival, that’s why. So 
your plants will live and thrive the way they should. 
Let’s discuss some of the environmental conditions, 
the physical structures and finally some of the land 
conditions at your property you can take note of to 
improve your gardening skills.  

Wind - the wind is a critical factor in your garden. Even 
normal, steady breezes can affect your plants. Wind 
can interrupt the air layer on leaf surfaces. The wind 
dries out leaves and plants require more water. 
Heavier winds can topple plants in pots, shred plants 
or even blow them down causing damage to stalks. 
Wind turbulence can increase due to solid walls, 
buildings or fences. When the wind encounters a line 
of homes with passages between them, it funnels 
through and exits with increased speed. If it meets a 
wall it will pass over the top or around the corners- this 
will also increase the wind speed. Consider placing 
hedges, trellises, or permeable fences in windy areas 
which will provide some protection. Consider the 
elevation of your home/property.  Higher areas will be 
windier and plants will dry out more quickly, while low 
areas at the bottom of the hill will collect cooler air but 
may also collect more water after it rains. Those lower 
areas will also frost first when the first freeze and the 
last freeze come and they will thaw last.  

Warm or sunny sections - Sections near concrete, 
gravel, brick walls will absorb heat and reflect it. 
Garden areas on the south side of the house will 
generally receive more sun unless a physical structure 
shields it. Plant accordingly. Their water requirements 
may be higher as well.  

Low lying areas and frost pockets - Cold air sinks to 
the lowest point. Water will also pool at the lowest 
point. With the approach of winter, note the areas 
which collect frost first and thaw last. Consider 
carefully which moisture loving plants you can plant in 
those areas. You may also need to amend or raise the 
soil for better drainage.  

Once you have identified the microclimates, map them. 
Mark the cardinal directions on it (north, south, east, 
and west). Note any low areas, slopes, hot spots and 
windy areas. Once you have an idea of the many 
microclimates of your garden, you can plant 
accordingly. Remember, don’t be shy about relocating 
plants! If it is not doing well in one spot, move it. Every 
plant deserves the  chance to grow to its maximum 
potential. As master gardeners, we should aim for 
reaching our full gardening potential as well. 

Finding Your Microclimates 

Source:  https://hcmga.tamu.edu/files/2018/01/2017-12-urban
-dirt-hcmga_public.pdf  

Image Source:https://www.new-learn.info/packages/clear/

thermal/buildings/micro_climate/vegetation/wind.html  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Find your area’s hardiness zone at:  

https://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/  

https://hcmga.tamu.edu/files/2018/01/2017-12-urban-dirt-hcmga_public.pdf
https://hcmga.tamu.edu/files/2018/01/2017-12-urban-dirt-hcmga_public.pdf
https://www.new-learn.info/packages/clear/thermal/buildings/micro_climate/vegetation/wind.html
https://www.new-learn.info/packages/clear/thermal/buildings/micro_climate/vegetation/wind.html
https://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/


Pruning in Winter 

Although it may be cold and snowy outside, winter is 
actually the best time of year to prune your deciduous 
plants. Wait for a relatively mild, sunny day, get out your 
pruners, and take a critical look at your trees and shrubs.  

According to the supervisor of plant health care at the 
Chicago Botanic Garden, 90 percent of deciduous 
pruning can be done in the winter. "As soon as trees and 
shrubs go into dormancy, pruning can begin," he said. 
"And you can prune up to the time when buds begin to 
plump up." From mid-November to mid-March, you can 
shape and thin your deciduous plants in preparation for 
the spring season ahead. Evergreens, in most situations, 
should be pruned in the growing season, since they 
never become fully dormant and may suffer tip burn if 
pruned in the winter. 

There are important reasons to prune at this time. It is 
much easier to prune a plant without its leaves since you 
can easily see its branching structure. Also, in winter 
there is less chance of transmitting diseases from one 
plant to another or attracting insects to fresh pruning 
wounds. And, since most gardening chores in the 
Midwest get compressed into the short, intense growing 
season, it is useful to relegate some of them to winter. 

The Plant Health Care department spends the winter 
months pruning at the Chicago Botanic Garden, and 
offers homeowners the following advice: 

Have a clear purpose in mind when you prune a 
plant. Think about what you want to do to the tree or 
shrub you're pruning. Most deciduous pruning should 
promote a natural style, which means that low-branching 
trees are not limbed up, tall shrubs are not sheared or 
topped to make them shorter, and the natural outline of a 
plant is maintained. The goal is to highlight the plant's 
natural features, and, ironically, if you do it well, it looks 
like you didn't do anything at all. 

Remove undesirable branches. First, remove all dead 
or diseased wood, regardless of where it is on the plant. 
Next, remove all suckers and water sprouts. Suckers are 
straight, unbranched stems that sprout from the base of a 
tree. Water sprouts are similar stems, but grow at right 
angles to the branches. Neither suckers nor water 
sprouts will develop into natural-looking, well-branched 
limbs. 

Next, remove crossing or rubbing branches. Start with 
the largest branches and move progressively to the 
smallest. There may be cases when you break this rule; 
for example, leave a large crossing limb that would 
disfigure the tree if removed. If trees were properly 
pruned when they were young, you would never have to 
face this type of situation. 

Thin the canopy. Starting at the center and moving to 
the exterior, thin the branches that make up the dense 
mass of a tree or shrub. Your purpose is to increase air 

circulation through the branches and to accentuate the 
structure of the plant. Never remove more than one-
quarter of a plant in a season since that will encourage 
sucker growth. Thinning is especially important for trees 
such as crabapples and hawthorns, which are 
susceptible to fungal diseases. 

Work slowly, taking plenty of breaks to step back and 
look. Is the tree balanced? Does it look symmetrical? 
Know when to stop; you don't want to hollow out the 
center. You can always go back and take more off, but 
you can't put it back on. 

Always prune back to a bud or a branch. Never leave 
a stub or the kind of open ends that result from shearing 
off the top of a plant. Open ends can create dense 
horizontal sucker-type growth that ruins the natural 
branching habit, or they can cause dieback and disease. 
Cut an undesirable branch just above a bud, keeping in 
mind that a new branch will grow from that bud. Ideally, 
the bud should face outward, so the branch will grow 
toward the exterior of the plant. 

When removing a limb from a trunk or other large branch, 
never cut flush to the trunk. The natural collar should be 
left on the trunk so the wood can heal properly. 

Look for insect problems. Egg masses of tent 
caterpillars, gypsy moths, and tussock moths are often 
visible on tree branches in winter. Remove them by hand 
or prune out to control insect damage in the spring. 

Look for signs of disease. While closely inspecting 
branches, take the opportunity to check for unusual 
swellings, open lesions, or darkened areas that could be 
symptoms of canker and disease. 

Disinfect your tools. Although not as critically important 
as during the growing season, cleaning tools with a 10 
percent solution of rubbing alcohol and water 
(approximately 2 tablespoons of alcohol to 1 cup of 
water) helps prevent the spread of disease from cut to cut 
as you prune. 

Remember safety. Wear some kind of eye protection 
when you prune; it is easy to get poked in the eye. And 
know your limits. Tree work can be dangerous. If you 
need to prune large trees or use a chainsaw, you may 
wish to seek professional help from a certified arborist. 

Source: https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/pruning_winter   

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/pruning_winter


Building a Bee Nesting Block 

Give native bees a helping hand by installing a 
homemade nesting block in your home landscape. 
Affectionately called “bee condos,” a little wood, 
some glue, and a drill with various bit sizes is all it 
takes to invite nature’s best pollinators to call your 
garden home.  

Rot-resistant cedar or redwood are excellent 
materials to use, but recycling-minded gardeners 
can reuse whatever wood they have or reclaim, as 
long as they are sure it has not been treated with 
chemicals. Untreated wood is readily available at big
-box stores and lumberyards. Ask them to cut blocks 
to length with an angle at one end for the roof. 
Unless you’re talking nectar, bees aren’t fussy. They 
want shelter from the elements and a suitable place 
to nest. A block of wood 4 inches wide, 6 inches 
deep and a foot tall is a good size. Or glue together 
several foot-long pieces of 4- by 6-inch boards with 
predrilled holes. 

A bee condo creates a community, and drilling holes 
in different sizes encourages diversity. Alternating 
rows of holes that are five-sixteenths in diameter 
with rows that are three-eighths is recommended. Or 
have more than one condo with different sizes of 
holes to attract different kinds of bees. Holes of all 
sizes should be about 5 inches long. 

The finishing touches are adding an overhanging 
roof and drilling a hole in the back to make 

installation easier. Make the project extra fun for kids 
by letting them decorate the outside of the bee 
condo. 

Mount the bee condo near flowers or trees in a 
sunny location that’s protected from wind. It can be 
placed anywhere between 3 to 15 feet off the 
ground. A spot near eye level — or at different eye-
levels if you’re making more than one — will make it 
easier to know if the holes are being used. 

After several years, redrill the holes and soak the 
nest block for 30 minutes in a solution of water and 
bleach. Rehang the bee condo after it’s dry. 

 

Source:  https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/
building_bee_nesting_block  

How to Do a Quick Germination Test at Home 

Are you using last year's seeds (or even older) and 
aren't sure if they're still viable? Try this germination 
test at home to see if they're worth planting, or if you 
should be buying new seeds this year.  

 
1. Use a double thick paper towel.  Moisten with 

water and fold in half. 
2. Open paper towel and place a minimum of 10 

seeds on one side of towel. 
3. Fold paper towel over covering seeds 

completely. 
4. Place paper towel in plastic bag, or on plate 

covered with plastic.  It is ok to roll or fold paper 
towel to fit if necessary.  Do not air seal bag shut 
as you need some air for healthy germination. 

5. Put bag in a warm spot (for example, on top of 
your fridge). 

6. Check daily to make sure towel does not dry out. 
7. Most seeds will germinate within 3-10 

days. Some flowers and herbs may take longer 
and have special germination 

requirements.  There is a great deal of specific 
germination info listed online -  do a simple 
Google search for “germination requirements for 
___” 

8. Check seeds every few days, and monitor seed 
quality and germination rate.  Healthy seeds 
have uniform germination and will not have any 
fungal or bacterial growth on outside of seed 
coat. 

9. If your germination rate is 
less than 60%, consider 
buying new seeds or 
sowing your seeds extra 
thickly to compensate for 
the low germination rate. 

Source: The High Mowing Organic Seeds 
blog (https://www.highmowingseeds.com/
blog/how-to-do-a-quick-germination-test-
at-home/) 

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/building_bee_nesting_block
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/building_bee_nesting_block
https://www.highmowingseeds.com/blog/how-to-do-a-quick-germination-test-at-home/
https://www.highmowingseeds.com/blog/how-to-do-a-quick-germination-test-at-home/
https://www.highmowingseeds.com/blog/how-to-do-a-quick-germination-test-at-home/


Winter Gardening Hacks 

Ask a Master Gardener 

Have a gardening question? Contact our office at 315-536-5123, or stop by and fill out one 

of our Master Gardener questionnaires!   

Question: How do I know if my houseplants are getting enough light? 

Answer: Plants have differing light requirements but once you know what your plant 

needs, there is a quick way to make sure they’re getting enough light in their current 
location by doing the paper test. Do this when your spot you’re checking is at it’s sunniest. 

Take a piece of white paper and hold it up to the light at the same location where your plant 
is.  Hold your hand in a foot in front of the paper and look at the shadow that shows up on 

the paper. If it’s sharp, you have a sunny location. A slightly fuzzy shadow means that your 
plant is receiving medium light in it’s current location.  Another note on light- make sure 

you give your houseplants a regular dusting or wipe the leaves down with a damp towel. 
Keeping the leaves clean and dust free will help your plants photosynthesize more 

efficiently, which is especially important in low-light conditions.  

Question: When should I start fertilizing my houseplants again in the spring? 

 

Answer:  As with anything involving a living organism, the answer is it depends! With my 

houseplants I generally begin to fertilize once my plants begin to put on new leaves again 

in response to day length. Some of my plants begin this process in late winter and some I 

don’t start feeding until April but generally March is when I start to feed my plants 

regularly again.  

 Lose your tools in the garden? Take a little time this winter and spray 
paint your handles in neon to make them easier to spot in your 
flowerbed in spring. 

 

 When pruning a spiky rose, it’s easy to get caught by the thorns. Use 
barbecue tongs to help hold wayward branches out the way while 
pruning.  

 

 When pruning it’s important to pick the right tool for the job. If you are 
pruning branches that are under half an inch in diameter, hand 
pruners are a great choice. If your branches are between a half-inch 
and an inch, you’re better off using loppers. Anything larger than an 
inch is best tackled with a pruning saw.  

Want to be featured in Gardening Matters? If you have any tips or photos you would like to share, please 

submit them to:  

 

Master Gardeners/CCE Yates County 

417 Liberty Street, Suite 1024 
Penn Yan NY 14527 

Make your tools stand out this 

gardening season! 



Upcoming Events 

Alternative Heating Technologies Workshop 
Saturday, February 1st, 10:00 am– 11:30 am 
Yates County Building Auditorium 
417 Liberty Street 
Penn Yan, NY 14527 
Trying to reduce your carbon footprint or your heating 
bill? Join our panel discussion to look at real life 
experiences heating a house with geothermal, solar 
and high efficiency wood boiler technologies. Scott 
Oliver, Deputy for Energy Programs and Courtney 
Klee, Energy Program Administrator will be joining us 
from PathStone Corporation to discuss financing, 
logistics and grant opportunities to make the switch 
along with our panel of homeowners to share the 
benefits and challenges they’ve made making the 
switch.  
Fee: Free, and open to the public.  
 
Beginner Maple Production Workshop 
Saturday, February 1st, 10:00 am– 12:00 pm 
Edith B. Ford Memorial Library 
7169 Main Street 
Ovid, NY 14521 
The workshop will cover a variety of aspects of maple 
syrup production including: why make maple syrup, 
tree identification, tree health, tapping, sap collection 
and handling, boiling, energy efficiency, finishing and 
grading syrup, canning, marketing and regulations.  
 
For more information or to register, contact CCE-
Seneca County at 315-539-9251. RSVPs are required 
as space is minited.  
Fee: $15 per family or farm 
 
Care of African Violets 
Tuesday, February 4th, 6:30 pm– 8:00 pm 
CCE-Ontario Office 
480 North Main Street 
Canandaigua, New York 14424 
The weather outside might be frightful but you can still 
enjoy “playing in the dirt”. If you grow or would like to 
grow African Violets, come join Master Gardener, 
Susie Nettleton to learn the basics of African Violet 
care, repotting an African Violet that has outgrown a 
pot, learn to start an African Violet from a leaf, and 
learn the different types of African Violets. Bring one 
or two of your African Violets that need repotting or 
dividing. After you register, instructions will be sent to 
you with tips on transporting your plants in the winter. 
Materials will be supplied but there will be additional 
supplies available for purchase from the instructor. 
 
To register, contact CCE-Ontario County at                           
585-394-3977 x427, or e-mail nea8@cornell.edu with 
your name, address, and phone number.  
Fee: $5 per person.  

With Your Own Two Hands: Grow Heirloom 
Plants                                                                            
Saturday, March 14th, 11:00 am                                                       
L. Caroline Underwood Museum                                       
107 Chapel Street                                                                
Penn Yan, NY 14527                                                             
Join us in a lecture by Cornell Cooperative Extension 
agricultural educator, Caroline Boutard-Hunt on 
choosing and caring for historic types of vegetables, 
fruit and flowers. She will also discuss 
recommendations on varieties to grow successfully in 
New York. Register by email at ycghs@yatespast.org 
or call 315-536-7318. Deadline to register by is March 
10, 2020, class is limited to 30 people.                               
Fee: $8 for YCHC members and $12 for non-
members.  

 

 
 

Photo Credit: Old Farmer’s Almanac 

Photo Credit: yatespast.org 

mailto:nea8@cornell.edu


Save the Date! 
Gardening Matters Day!                                                         
Saturday, April 4th, 8:30 am – 12:00 pm 
Yates County Building Auditorium 
417 Liberty Street 
Penn Yan, NY 14527      
 

The Master Gardeners of Yates County are happy to announce the 
speakers and topics for Gardening Matters Day (formerly known as 
Yard N’ Garden Day) 

Speakers and Topics: 

 Petra Page-Man (Fruition Seeds): Seed saving and vegetable 

companion planting 

 John Rogers (NYS Bluebird Society): Bluebirds – and More! 

 Colby Petersen (Yates County Soil & Water): Lake-friendly 

Gardening 

All attendees will receive free flower and vegetable seeds, as well 
as the opportunity to win at raffle some great gardening prizes 
donated by fantastic local businesses. Refreshments will be served 
and if you bring your own reusable mug, you will receive an extra 
raffle ticket.  

To register, contact CCE-Yates at 315-536-5123 or go online at 
https://reg.cce.cornell.edu/gardeningmatters20_257. Pre-registration 
is required! 

Upcoming Events 

https://reg.cce.cornell.edu/gardeningmatters20_257


The Master Gardener Program is a national program of 
trained volunteers who work in partnership with their county 
Cooperative Extension Office to share information 
throughout the community. 

Master Gardeners are neighbors teaching neighbors about 
landscapes, vegetables, fruits, herbs, houseplants, 
beneficial and harmful insects, plant diseases, integrated 
pest management, wildlife management, soils, birds, 
composting, water conservation, and much much more.                        

Master Gardeners are considered researchers rather than experts. They participate in 40 hours of 
training provided by experienced staff from Cornell Cooperative Extension to gain a basic understanding 
of horticulture and available horticultural information and online resources. Course topics include plant 
nutrition, soils, vegetable, fruit culture, trees, shrubs, lawns, diseases and insects that affect plants, 
pruning and more. 

You don’t need to be an expert to join, if you enjoy gardening as a hobby, this may be perfect for you. 

To become a Master Gardener, all you need to do is attend a 10-week training offered by Cornell 
Cooperative Extension. 

For more information, please call us at 315-536-5123! 

About Us 

417 Liberty Street 

Penn Yan, NY 14527 


