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Executive Director’s Note 
There are two essential epochs in any enterprise—to begin, and to get done.   

Liberty Hyde Bailey 

 

Fall is the end of the gardening season. Garden 

plots are referred to as beds—we make our beds 

by stripping the sheets, changing linen and putting 

on a fresh set. So too with our gardens. We remove 

plants in anticipation of the killing frost, add final 

layers of much, compost and other organic material 

to replace what has been lost to flower/vegetable 

production. All in preparation for the next year’s 

‘fresh set’.  

It is sometimes a sad feeling, signaling the end of the summer season. But it also harkens 

to the next season of reflection and thanksgiving. We get to remember the warmth of the 

sun on our backs, the joy of growth and productivity and a season of a job well done. 

And we can now dream of how we will begin again next year! 

 

 

 

Executive Director & Master Gardener 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Yates County  
 

 

 

Thank you for your interest in Gardening Matters! This newsletter is published four times a year in 

March, June, September, and December. Subscriptions are $10 a year.  To subscribe, call the                                 

CCE-Yates County Office at 315-536-5123 or visit https://reg.cce.cornell.edu/gardeningmatters-22019_257 



Flashcards in the Garden 

  

  

Northern Cardinal 
(Cardinalis Passeriformes) 

The male Northern Cardinal is perhaps 

responsible for getting more people to open up a 
field guide than any other bird. They’re a perfect 
combination of familiarity, conspicuousness, and 
style: a shade of red you can’t take your eyes off. 
Even the brown females sport a sharp crest and 

warm red accents.  

Common Buckthorn                          

(Rhamnus cathartica)  

Common buckthorn (Rhamnus cathartica) is a small 

deciduous tree or large shrub that can grow to six 

meters in height. It has dull green oval or egg shaped 

leaves and is easily identified by the small thorns at the 

tip of its branches. It is also known as European 

buckthorn, European waythorn, and Hart’s thorn.  

Goldenrod 
(Solidago)  

The genus gets its name from the Latin solidus, 

meaning “whole.” Goldenrods have a long history of 

external and internal medicinal uses by American 

natives and European physicians dating back to the 

Crusades. Of the more than 100 species, only one 

goldenrod is native to Europe and Asia, and a few are 

found in South America. The remaining species are 

found in North America – 30 within the Great Smokies 
of North Carolina and Tennessee alone  

Wooly Bear Caterpillar 

(Pyrrharctia isabella ) 
The woolly bear is a common and well-known 

caterpillar. Though most people have one kind of 

woolly bear in mind, there are 8 or more species in the 
U.S. that could legitimately be called woolly bears 

because of the dense, bristly hair that covers their 

bodies. Woolly bears are the caterpillar stage of 

medium sized moths known as tiger moths. The best-

known woolly bear is called the banded woolly bear, 
Pyrrharctia isabella.  



Flashcards in the Garden 

Northern Cardinal 
(Cardinalis Passeriformes) 

 

• Cardinals don’t migrate and they don’t molt 
into a dull plumage, so they’re still 

breathtaking in winter’s snowy backyards.  

• In summer, their sweet whistles are one of the 

first sounds of the morning.  

• Only a few female North American songbirds 

sing, but the female Northern Cardinal does, 

and often while sitting on the nest.  

• This may give the male information about 

when to bring food to the nest.  

• A mated pair shares song phrases, but the 
female may sing a longer and slightly more 

complex song than the male.   

 
Source: https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/
Northern_Cardinal/overview 

Wooly Bear Caterpillar 

(Pyrrharctia isabella ) 
 

• The adult is called the Isabella moth.  

• There are 2 generations of caterpillars each 

year (May and August)  

• The second generation is the one noticed in 
late fall when the woolly bears are crossing the 
roads, usually in great haste as if they have 

someplace special to go.  

• In fact, they are only scurrying to find a 

sheltered location under dead plant debris, etc. 

where they will spend the winter as a larva.  

• In the spring they will feed briefly before 
changing into a cocoon and eventually a moth. 
Eggs laid by the female moths start the cycle 

over again. 

 

Source: https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/
woollybear-caterpillar 

Common Buckthorn                                                            

(Rhamnus cathartica)  

Goldenrod 
(Solidago)  

• Until recently, goldenrod, which grows in woods, 

swamps, overgrown fields, salt marshes and even on 

sand dunes, was generally thought of as a weed.  

• Native bees rely heavily on this late season bloomer 

to give them the energy they will need to make it 

through the long winter.  

• Bumblebee colonies, in particular, store little                    

honey; if they can’t get a steady supply of nectar, 

they die out.  

• Goldenrod is often the last flower visited by nectar-

sipping butterflies before they migrate.  

• Once the flowers are gone, the plants are adorned 

with seed heads that last well into winter, providing 

a valuable food source for birds, like chickadees, 

finches and pine siskins.  

• Oh, and don't worry about allergies. Seasonal sneez-

ing is not caused by the insect-pollinated goldenrod, 
but by the wind-pollinated ragweed, which blooms 

at the same time 

From: https://www.life.ca/naturallife/0410/glorious_goldenrod.htm 

• Common buckthorn is considered an invasive 

species throughout most of the northeastern and 

central United States and southeastern Canada 

because of the dense thickets it forms. 

• Common buckthorn is native to most of Europe 

(except Iceland and Turkey) and western Asia. It 

was brought to North America some time in the 

1800s for use as an ornamental shrub and wind 

break but did not have wide spread distribution 

until the early 1900s. It is found in hedgerows, 

along roadsides and on ravine slopes.  

• Buckthorn seeds are easily spread by birds and 

other wildlife. It is fast growing and will reproduce 

from seeds or by stump sprouting. The seeds may 

remain viable in the soil for up to five years. 

• There are several methods available for control of 

common buckthorn. These controls include 

mowing, excavation, cutting and burning. Repeated 

mowing and cutting has been shown to reduce the 

vigor of the plants.  

Source: http://nyis.info/invasive_species/commonbuckthorn/  

https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Northern_Cardinal/overview
https://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Northern_Cardinal/overview
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/woollybear-caterpillar
https://hortnews.extension.iastate.edu/woollybear-caterpillar
https://www.life.ca/naturallife/0410/glorious_goldenrod.htm
http://nyis.info/invasive_species/commonbuckthorn/


 

What to do in the Fall 

October 

 Clean and sharpen your tools to be in good shape 

for next year. 

 Clean up your vegetable garden-pull and throw 
away diseased plants and mulch your beds to 
increase soil tilth and fertility for next year. 

 Lift and store tender summer bulbs such as canna 

lilies and dahlias. 

 Pot up parsley, chives and rosemary to grow 

indoors for several more months of herbs 

 This is a good time to plant bare-root roses.   

 Continue to plant spring-flowering bulbs; begin 

planting tulips before the end of October to ensure 
enough root development before the soil freezes.   

 Pot up amaryllis, tulips and other prepared bulbs 

and store in a cool, dark place until ready to force 

 Bring in the houseplants that have been outside 

(and you like) before frost. Remember to check 
them for pests like scale and aphids and treat them 
before bringing them into the house!  

 Plant peonies now, but make sure the crowns are 

buried only one and a half to two inches below 
ground level. Planting them deeper than two inches 
may keep them from blooming next spring 

November 
 Complete removal of fallen leaves and debris to 

protect from overwintering of insects and disease 
organisms in all vegetable garden beds only.  

 Perennials gardens will benefit from a layer of 

insulating leaves and many beneficial insects like 
ladybugs rely upon seasonal debris as habitat to 
survive the winter. Cut back perennials to 4 to 5 
inches, but leave ornamental grasses to provide 
winter interest until spring  

 Mulch flower beds to keep the ground temperature 

stable and prevent winter injury from frost heaving  

 Provide burlap windbreaks for boxwood and broad-

leaved evergreens; install stakes before the ground 
freezes 

 Protect trees from mouse damage with wire mesh 

trunk guards  

 Protect shrubs from deer with burlap or netting 

Pictured: Crocus Shoots 

Photo Credit: Flickr 

December 
 December 21st is Winter Solstice- if you have apple 

trees it is an old English tradition to go out and 
wassail your trees to insure a good crop of apples for 
next year- a great excuse for a midwinter garden 
party!  

 Keep scouting houseplants regularly to catch any 

pest problems before they get out of control.  

 If overwintering dormant perennials in a garage or 

basement monitor the temperature and moisture 
levels closely to avoid freezing, drying out or rotting 
due to overly wet, cold soil. 

 Walk through your garden and think about where you 

might want to add some plants to provide winter 
interest next year.  

 Begin to check your mailbox for early seed 

catalogues!  

Pictured: Wire mesh trunk guard 

Photo Credit: bartstreeservice.com 



Make a Lasagna Garden in a Raised Bed 

Sheet composting—also referred to as lasagna gardening—is an 
age-old technique often used to enlarge a perennial border or 
convert part of a lawn into a vegetable patch. In urban gardens 
faced with poor or contaminated soil, it’s also a great way to fill a 
raised bed with a healthy growing medium for edibles. Heavy 
feeders like tomatoes and peppers will love this nutrient-rich 
garden. Autumn, with its abundance of fallen leaves—a key 
ingredient—is a good time to begin. Here’s how to do it: 
 
Build the frame 
You can vary the dimensions to fit your space, but a four-by-eight-
foot bed, two to three feet high, is typically a good size. If a soil 
test reveals lead or other contaminants, lay down a layer of 
landscape fabric to prevent roots from growing into the 
contaminated soil while allowing air and water flow. Be sure to use 
non-pressure-treated lumber. 
 
Lay down your base 
Begin with a layer of cardboard on the bottom of the bed, which 
will break down very slowly as it smothers weeds and soaks up 
moisture. Chop up some twigs, small branches, or hedge 
trimmings into one-inch pieces and layer them four inches thick 
over the cardboard—this will provide good drainage for the bed. 
Add an eight-inch layer of fallen leaves or straw, and then water 
your bed. 
 
Continue adding layers 
Next, lay down two inches of well-rotted manure or compost. Then 
add about four inches of grass clippings or other yard waste, 
mixed with salad greens and coffee grounds. (Avoid adding other 
kitchen scraps, as these might attract rodents and other animals.) 
Cover this with a fluffy, eight-inch layer of leaves or straw. Then 
start all over again, layering brown materials, compost, and 
greens, until your bed is full. Water once more and leave it to 
decompose over the winter. 
 
Prepare for planting 
When spring is near, you'll notice that the bed will have shrunk in 
bulk; simply add more materials to fill it up again. Come planting 
time, add a six-inch layer of soil and plant your garden. A little 
organic fertilizer like blood meal or fish emulsion will give it a jump 
start. Water deeply. 
 
Do it again!                                                                                                            
By the time you’ve harvested the last of your vegetables in fall, 
much of the organic matter will have decomposed, lowering the 
level significantly. To prepare your garden for the following year’s 
planting, begin the process over again, omitting only the 
cardboard base. 

Source:  

https://www.bbg.org/gardening/article/make_a_lasagna_garden_in_a_raised_bed  

Raised beds can be used for sheet 
composting as well as growing vegetables.  
Photo by Alvina Lai.  

This is what the layers of a lasagna garden 
look like without the raised bed frame.  
Photo by Nina Browne 

Spring planting in raised beds 
Photo by Elizabeth Peters 

https://www.bbg.org/gardening/article/make_a_lasagna_garden_in_a_raised_bed


Clean and Maintain Garden Tools 

By the end of the garden season, most of us simply put out 
garden tools, such as hoes, shovels, trowels, and pruning 
shears, away for the season without even looking at them. The 
next spring, when we are in a hurry to get started with yard and 
garden work, we find them dull and crusted with soil, which 
makes pruning and digging more difficult. 

Garden tools will last for many seasons if they are maintained 
properly. Clean, sharp blades on spades, shovels, hoes, and 
shears will make garden work much easier. Although tools 
should be cleaned after every use, most gardeners are busy 
and usually just return them to the shed or garage. Fortunately, 
neglected tools can often be rejuvenated. The first step is to 
remove caked on soil from hoes, shovels and spades. It may be 
necessary to use a forceful spray of water, a stiff brush, and 
soapy water. When most of the residue is gone, go over the blade with steel wool to create a clean, 
smooth and shiny surface. Rub naval jelly on the metal surfaces to remove rust spots. 

Sharpen the edges of garden tools, such as hoes, shovels, and spades, using a sharpening stone or a 
flat mill bastard file. Hold the file at a slight angle over the original beveled edge, which is the top or front 
side of shovels and spades. In a sweeping motion from one side to the other, push the file along the 
edge in a one-way stroke away from the blade. After the edge has been sharpened, turn the tool over 
and lightly file the back the blade to remove the thin "burr" that formed when the front side was filed. 

After the blades have been cleaned and sharpened, 
wipe or spray them with a petroleum-based lubricant 
and rust-inhibitor, such as WD-40. Wooden handles on 
tools also need attention to prevent them from drying 
out and cracking. Remove soils residue and wipe the 
handles with a soft cloth moistened with boiled linseed 
oil. 

Soil and sap accumulated on pruning equipment along 
with frequent use results in dull blades on pruning 
equipment. Remove dried sap with turpentine and use 
a flexible, abrasive emery cloth to remove residue from 
tight places. 

Many pruning tools are designed so they can be taken 
apart to sharpen the blades. Sharpen the cutting 
blades on shears with a ceramic stone held at a slight 
angle and pushed across the edge, away from the 
blade. Turn the blade over and gently file off the burr. 
After sharpening, reassemble the shears and coat the 
metal parts with an aerosol lubricant to reduce friction 
between moving parts and prevent rust. 

Photo Credit: ziraatyapma.blogspot.com  

Source: By Spitfire at English Wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://

commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=17928636 

Source: https://www.extension.iastate.edu/smallfarms/clean-and-maintain-garden-tools 
 
 

https://www.extension.iastate.edu/smallfarms/clean-and-maintain-garden-tools


As each March approaches, I eagerly look for some early 
sign of spring. For me it is seeing the crocus push their 
way up through the partially frozen ground. I watch for 
them for days, until the one sunny day they burst into 
bloom and I know that spring is truly on its way. That day 
can seem to take forever, but with a little planning in the 
fall, you can enjoy a whole spring garden of colorful 
tulips, fragrant hyacinths and of course crocus—all 
indoors in February. 

To get this spring bloom, you will need to "force" the 
bulbs. Standard forcing involves creating the conditions 
for hardy spring flowering bulbs—tulips, hyacinths, 
narcissus, crocus and other temperate zone bulbs—to 
flower when they wouldn't normally bloom. You can 
encourage them to do so by creating an abbreviated 
facsimile of their natural winter environment—cold. The 
cold that you supply will be of shorter duration than a 
natural fall and winter, but long enough to induce the bulb 
to send out roots. 

Commercial bulb growers have been forcing hardy bulbs 
for many, many years, and forcing has evolved into an 
exact science with guidelines and schedules that ensure 
success. By applying the rules of this science, you can 
decide when you want the plants to bloom and work 
backward to determine when you should start the 
process. 

Getting Started                                                                          
To begin, select the flowers that you want on your 
windowsill to brighten your winter days. Choose named 
varieties that have been forced successfully over the 
years; these most likely will present the fewest problems. 
Among tulips, traditionally forced cultivars include 'Apricot 
Beauty', 'Christmas Marvel' (rose or red), 'Attila' (purple 
with a white edge), 'Paul Richter' (red), 'Page Polka' (pink 
with a white edge) and 'Golden Melody' and 
'Hibernia' (white). Tried and true narcissus cultivars 
include 'Ice Follies' (white), 'February Gold' (yellow), 
'Dutch Master' (yellow), 'Mount Hood' (white) and some of 
the shorter-growing cultivars like 'Tete-a-Tete' (yellow) 
and 'Jack Snipe' (white petals with a yellow trumpet). 
Almost all hyacinth cultivars force nicely, including 'Delft 
Blue', 'Ostara' (deep violet-blue), 'Pink Pearl', 
'L'Innocence', (white) 'City of Haarlem' (yellow) and 
'Hollyhock' (double pink). Among the best crocuses to try 
are Dutch hybrid cultivars such as 
'Remembrance' (purple), 'Joan of Arc' (white) and 'Yellow 
Mammoth'. 

When selecting any bulbs for forcing, look not only for 
tried and true cultivars but also for the largest, healthiest 
bulbs, and make sure they are firm, clean and unbruised. 
Tulips and hyacinths have a tunic, an outer paper-like 
covering that protects the bulb, which should be intact. 

 

Planting                                                                                     
Next you will need containers, labels, planting media and 
a cool place to keep your bulbs during their cold 
treatment. Ideal containers are about 6 inches deep and 
6 to 8 inches across, with holes in the bottom to allow for 
drainage. Each 6-inch pot will hold five tulips, four 
hyacinths, three to five narcissus (depending on the 
varieties), or ten to 12 crocus. Clay and plastic are the 
most popular materials for pots, but remember that clay 
pots will dry out faster than the plastic ones—and 
adequate moisture during the cold treatment is essential 
for success. If you choose to plant in clay pots, monitor 
the soil carefully, as it will need water more often than if 
you use plastic. 

Various potting media are available. The ideal forcing 
medium is well drained, yet able to hold enough moisture 
for adequate root production and to support the flowering 
bulbs. I use soil, sand and compost in equal parts. 

Next, think ahead and decide when you want your 
flowers to bloom. If that's early February to mid-March, 
plant your bulbs from early October to mid-November to 
give them the 13 to 15 weeks of cold treatment hardy 
bulbs require to bloom. Plant them with their noses (tips) 
just above the soil level in the pot, or to about two-thirds 
their length. Tulip bulbs have a curved side and a flat 
side—not to be confused with the basal plate where the 
roots will emerge. Plant your tulip bulbs so that the flat 
side faces the outside of the pot. This assures that the 
plant will unfurl its first leaf toward the perimeter of the 
pot, and will have a fuller look. Cover crocus and grape 
hyacinth with no more than an inch of soil. 

After planting, all bulbs need to be thoroughly watered. 
Remember to label each pot with the name of the cultivar 
you plant, the planting date and the date it should come 
into the house. 

How to Grow Hardy Bulbs Indoors 

Photo Credit: Marcin Jucha/Shutterstock 

Source: https://www.bbg.org/gardening/article/how_to_grow_hardy_bulbs_indoors  

https://www.bbg.org/gardening/article/how_to_grow_hardy_bulbs_indoors


How to Grow Hardy Bulbs Indoors 
Out in the Cold                                                                      
Now, place the bulbs where they will get a minimum of 13 
to 15 weeks of 35 to 48 degrees F cold. Some tulip and 
narcissus cultivars require an average of 17 weeks, but 
don't keep any bulbs in cold treatment for more than two 
weeks longer than maximum recommended cold time, as 
you will end up with flowers of poor quality. You're also 
likely to get low-quality flowers if you don't give bulbs the 
minimum cold treatment. 

Look around your house for a spot that's sure to be cold 
throughout the winter—an unheated garage, patio or 
basement, for example. Old refrigerators can also work 
very well, but don't store any fruits— especially apples—
in the refrigerator with the bulbs, because the ethylene 
gas produced from the ripening fruit can cause the 
flowers to "blast," or develop improperly. Frost-free 
refrigerators can make the plants dry out quickly, so pay 
special attention to bulbs in modern fridges and make 
sure they have enough water. 

For the next several weeks, it is vital that you keep the 
soil evenly moist and watch the temperatures, because 
it's during this time that the bulbs are producing roots. 
Without an adequate root system your plant won't 
develop properly and you're likely to get poor-quality 
flowers. Fully developed roots may take between four to 
eight weeks to grow—be patient. Bulbs root best at 
temperatures around 45 to 48 degrees F. After a few 
weeks at this temperature, you may see roots by looking 
at the hole in the bottom of the pot. If the roots have 
grown down that far, it's a good indication that the bulbs 
are well established. 

Once well rooted, bulbs prefer an even lower temperature 
for shoot development—38 to 42 degrees F—the 
temperature range they experience outdoors. If your 
bulbs are in a controlled spot like a refrigerator or 
greenhouse, lower the temperature to within this range. 
In the northern tier of states, bulbs in an unheated garage 
or patio will also get enough cold. Your bulbs' emerging 
leaves will be white because they lack chlorophyll, but 
they'll green up when you bring them into the light. When 
the leaves of hyacinths, tulips and narcissus are 1 to 2 
inches tall, or the sheaths of crocus and other minor 
bulbs are an inch tall, the plants are ready for forcing. 

If they achieve the heights described above and are still 
growing but have not met their minimum cold 
requirement, put the bulbs in an even colder spot (33 to 
35 degrees F) for the duration. By 15 to 17 weeks the 
bulbs should be well rooted and have leaves about 1 to 2 
inches tall. 

For those seeking more instantaneous results, look for 
bulbs that have been pre-cooled; these will have gone 
through some variation of the cold treatment described 
above, depending on the bulb and the supplier. You 
should receive instructions from the nursery on how to 
proceed. Windowsill gardeners even more impatient will 

probably find potted bulbs ready to burst into bloom in 
late winter at their florist, farmer's market or supermarket. 

Forcing Your Way to Flowers                                                   
Next comes the forcing. If you bring your plants in from 
the cold a few at a time, you can stretch the flowering 
season over many weeks. Bring the pots into the house 
and put them in a 55 to 60 degrees F sunny area such as 
a windowsill or a table near a window where they will get 
at least eight hours of light but temperatures no higher 
than 60 degrees F. Nighttime temperatures should stay 
within a 5 to 10 degree F range of daytime temperatures. 
Make sure your plants get enough moisture.                                

Because each bulb has everything it needs to produce its 
flowers, you shouldn't need to fertilize. After a couple of 
days in the sun, the leaves will have greened up and will 
start to grow. In two to three weeks, depending on the 
cultivar, your plants will bloom. The cooler the spot where 
you keep the plants, the longer the flowers will last—if 
you keep them at 50 to 55 degrees F, some plants will 
keep their blooms for up to 10 days.                                                        

After the Show                                                                      
Because of the energy plants expend during the forcing 
process, most bulbs (an exception is narcissus) are 
usually not strong enough to produce flowers the 
following year and gardeners often compost or discard 
them. To save the bulbs, add some low-nitrogen fertilizer 
to the soil immediately after flowering and weekly 
thereafter (follow the package directions) and keep the 
plants in a sunny location. The bulb can then build up the 
energy it will need to develop flowers the following year. 
When weather permits in the spring, plant the bulbs 
outdoors in the garden. Keep the foliage intact, as it will 
continue photosynthesizing. These bulbs won't be strong 
enough for another season of forcing but may do fine in 
the garden. 

Photo Credit:  https://wymangardens.com  

https://wymangardens.com/


For centuries, evergreen trees and boughs have been used to 
celebrate the winter solstice. Evergreens have always symbolized 
the promise of plant rebirth in spring. The custom of using 
evergreens as decoration traditionally marks the Christmas season. 
At one time all "Christmas trees" were cut from natural forest 
stands, but today almost 98% are grown on plantations. Don't feel 
guilty about buying a cut tree, you are helping to sustain a farming 
industry.  

To ensure their freshness, beauty and safety through the season, 
take appropriate steps in selection, conditioning and care of trees 
and greens. Warm indoor temperatures and low humidity will cause 
desiccation unless certain measures are taken at the outset. Firs 
and pines stand up best indoors, while certain species such 
as hemlock and spruce are notorious for dropping their needles. All 

trees and greens will hold up better if they are conditioned, kept well watered and away from heat sources. Here 
are the requirements for success:                                                                            

Selection 
Obtain your tree early in the season before it begins to dry out in the open tree lot. Ideally, choose a tree that has 
been grown in your own region. Measure the ceiling height where the tree is to be placed to be sure that it is at 
least one foot shorter; this also compensates for the height of the tree stand. When you gently pull a branch 
toward you, the needles of the tree should be pliable and bend but not break. Shake the tree and bounce the 
trunk on its stump to test for freshness; if more than a few needles drop, put the tree back and try another. By 
shaking and bouncing the tree, insects and other foreign objects will also be dislodged. 

Preparation and Conditioning 
Every four hours that a tree is out of water a new dried seal forms on the cut surface, preventing the tree from 
absorbing water. So after the tree is brought home, make a fresh cut 1/4" above the end of the trunk to facilitate 
water absorption, and wrap the end in a damp towel until it is placed in a bucket of water. Spray your tree with an 
anti-desiccant to reduce drying and transpiration. Store it in a cool place either outdoors or indoors until it is ready 
to be set up. Make a new cut across the trunk 4" above the dried seal of the original cut. Place the tree in a clean 
stand that will hold at least one gallon of water, as a newly placed tree can absorb up to a gallon of water the first 
day. Be sure that the bottom of the trunk is continually immersed and that the water is checked and replenished 
daily. Set up the tree in the coolest part of the room, away from the fireplace, TV set, heater and other heat 
sources. 
 
To condition evergreen branches (boughs) to be used for holiday decoration, wash them thoroughly in warm 
water to remove dust and dirt, and then rinse them in cold water. Remove any defective leaves and needles and 
split the stems about 2 to 3" up from the ends. Place the material in warm water and store in cool temperatures 
for at least eight hours prior to use. Keep the water level high by replacing any water that has evaporated in the 
container. 

Care and Preservation 
All evergreen material will last longer if conditioned prior to use. 
Storing it in cool temperatures before bringing it into a heated room 
will make a difference when you set up the tree or make wreaths, 
garlands or holiday arrangements. A tree in a warm room can absorb 
several quarts of water per day, so keep the reservoir well supplied 
with water. 

Fireproofing 
For lighting the tree, use only UL approved lights and fireproof 
decorations. Check wiring before plugging into outlets. Turn off the 
tree lights when leaving home and before going to sleep. If needles do 
dry out creating a fire hazard, remove decorations and immediately remove the tree from your home. Needles are 
dry when they are dull gray-green and do not exude sap when broken. Remember that all evergreens kept cool 
and moist will be much more resistant to fire. 

Care of Holiday Evergreen Trees & Boughs 

Pictured: Soft needs of Abies concolor (white fir) 

Pictured: Spruce Trees 
Photo Credit: Flickr 



Recycling Options 
Remember, trees are recyclable when taken down. If you have a fireplace, use the main trunk for firewood after 
removing the branches and needles. If you have a wood chipper, grind the tree into mulch for use on your garden 
beds and for composting. Many municipalities collect used evergreen trees and use them for compost. Check 
with local sanitation departments for collection and/or drop-off days. 

A Live Christmas Tree Option 
A living potted or balled & burlapped tree offers a viable alternative to the cut tree. The indoor environment will be 
very harsh for a living tree, so it is best not to keep it indoors for longer than five to ten days. Store the tree in a 
cool, shady place (for example a garage or shed) for a few days before you bring it inside; this transitional period 
is important to help the tree adjust to the warmer temperature. To ensure success, keep the pot or ball of the tree 
well watered during the entire time. Avoid placing your tree in a warm position in the house; keep it away from 
televisions, heat vents and fireplaces. After indoor display, avoid exposing the tree to the shock of midwinter 
temperatures and conditions. You can re-acclimatize it gradually by placing it back in an unheated garage or 
shed for several days. 
 
Choose a permanent location for the tree and prepare a planting hole well in advance, before the ground is 
frozen. Keep the prepared back-fill soil covered and thawed, by placing what you have removed from the hole in 
your garage, basement or other protected space. Plant the tree as soon as it has been acclimated to cooler 
temperatures. If the tree is wrapped in burlap, cut the top of the burlap and roll it down the side of the root ball, 
laying the burlap on the ground around the hole. Remove the burlap completely if it is possible to do so without 
breaking apart the root ball. Make sure that the top of the root ball is level with the ground or slightly above 
it. When planting, one option is to add some compost into the soil as an amendment. This is not essential. In the 
spring you can go out and top dress the soil with compost to give the stressed tree some additional nutrients. 
Fertilizing during the first year is not essential. You are trying to encourage root growth and not top growth. Water 
the newly planted tree and  be sure to mulch it heavily to delay frost penetration; do not pile the mulch around the 
tree trunk. If you are unable to plant right away, heel in the tree for winter with a heavy mulch of wood chips and 
compost in order to postpone planting until early spring. When new growth appears in the spring, feed your tree 
with organic and/or time-release fertilizer. 
 
The most important practice during the first year of the trees life is to make sure that you are conscientious about 
watering. Newly planted trees generally need an inch of water a week during their first few years to help get them 
established. This can either come from rainfall or a generous watering. 

Care of Holiday Evergreen Trees & Boughs 

Botanical Name Common Name Description Needle Retention 

Abies balsamea  Balsam fir  Dark green with a pleasant fragrance  long-lasting needles 

Abies fraseri Fraser fir Dark green with silver underneath and a pleasant 
fragrance  

Good needle retention 

Abies procera Noble Fir Stiff, 4-sided needles similar to spruce with silvery 
blue-green color  

long-lasting needles 

Abies concolor White fir Soft, dark blue-green needles with a pleasant fra-
grance  

good needle retention 

Pseudotsuga menziesii  Douglas fir  Not a true fir; soft green needles with a sweet scent 
when crushed  

good needle retention  

Picea abies Norway spruce Stiff, four-sided needles with very sharp points, dark 
green color and a strong resinous odor. Dense nee-
dles can present a decorating challenge.  

poor needle retention 

Picea pungens Colorado blue 
spruce  

Stiff, four-sided needles with very sharp points, bluish
-gray color and a strong resinous odor. Dense nee-
dles can present a decorating challenge.  

poor needle retention 

Picea strobus Eastern white pine  Long, soft silver-green needles in clusters of five. 
Slender branches are difficult to hang ornaments on. 

poor needle retention 

Picea sylvestris  Scotch pine  Bright blue-green needles in clusters of two.  excellent needle retention  

Selecting a Christmas Tree 

Source:  https://libguides.nybg.org/holidayevergreens  



Fall Gardening Hacks 

 Use old panty hose to store your dahlia, cannas and other 
tender summer bulbs. Allow them to dry for a week, brush 
off the excess soil and put in the legs, These can be 
knotted between bulbs to differentiate between varieties. 
Hang up in your basement to prevent mouse damage in 
the winter. 

 

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 

 Go through your gardening notes for the year or look back through your garden pictures and 
make a few notes on what you wish you had done or not done this year. Once you get your                 
calendar for 2020 put these on sticky notes on the calendar where relevant to remind yourself on 
what to do (or not!) in the coming year.  

Photo Credit: https://brooklynfarmgirl.com  

 Replace your lawnmower blades with mulching blades. These will shred your 
leaves as you mow, fertilize your lawn and save your back from raking.  

 If you have issues with voles or other rodents eating your tulip 
bulbs, throw in a big handful of granite gravel at planting along 
with a few shakes of garlic powder to make them less 
appealing. Another option is to interplant them with bulbs voles 
don’t like to eat, such as daffodils. 

Pictured: Meadow Vole 

Photo Credit: havahart.com 

 Wondering how much light your houseplant is getting in its current location? Take a piece of                   
paper and hold it in the place where your houseplant usually sits. Put your hand between the light 
source and the paper. Do you see a sharp shadow? Your location has bright indoor light. Does 
your shadow look a little fuzzy? You have indirect or medium light conditions. Not really a defined 
shadow at all? Then you are dealing with low light conditions.  

https://brooklynfarmgirl.com/


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: When should I dig my tender summer bulbs? 

Answer: You should dig dahlias and canna lilies once 

they’ve gone through a light frost or two but before a real 

freeze. The tops should have died back but make sure to 

dig them before we get into the truly lower digits. Let the 

tubers dry for a week or so before storing them to reduce 

the risk of rot in storage.   

Question: When is it too late to plant my garlic?  
 

Answer:  Great question! Not to be glib 

about it but once the ground freezes! 

Traditionally, in our area, garlic is planted 

mid-October but you’re pretty safe if you get 

it in before Thanksgiving. Once, when I was 

younger and more prone to bad decisions, I 

planted my garlic during a January thaw and 

we still ended up with nice garlic the next 

year. I don’t recommend that approach but 

rest assured, there is plenty of flexibility when it comes to garlic planting 

dates. To get the best heads the next year, here are some pointers. Plant your 

biggest and best garlic. If you are buying seed garlic, buy the biggest and 

prettiest heads you can. Big garlic begets big garlic, this is no time to feel sorry 

for the runts of the bunch. There will be some variation in size based on variety 

but select the best you can.  Plant where the plants will get full sun in the 

summer and supplement your soil well with compost. Mulch thickly- as our 

winters and springs have become more unpredictable, I appreciate the role of 

mulch keeping my garlic at a steady temperature. This prevents the cloves 

from sprouting during a too-early thaw and then getting frosted off when 

winter reappears. The mulch also helps conserve moisture in a dry spring. We 

leave the mulch on in the spring and allow the garlic to emerge through it.   



FAQs for Fall Gardening 

Question: What steps can I take now to prepare my trees and shrubs for the                   

rigors of winter?  
 

Answer:  Begin by watering generously 

while the plant is still growing and active, 
particularly if rainfall has been inadequate. 

Your valuable landscape plants will enter 

dormancy in the most stress-free state 
possible and will be protected against the 

drying effects of winter winds. 

Healthy trees and shrubs can be fertilized 

in the fall at the time of leaf drop. The point 
of autumn feeding is to provide a head start 

for next year's growth, as nutrients will be 
more readily available in spring. Fall 

feeding will not stimulate new growth if you wait for the shorter days and cooler nights of 

autumn to fertilize, as your plants will harden off. Since you will be fertilizing again in 

spring, make your fall fertilizer application no more than half of the total yearly allotment. 

Lastly, apply mulch around the base of your trees and shrubs, but be sure to keep the area 

just around the trunks clear to prevent rot, insect infestation and incursion of pathogens. 

Question: Can I renovate my lawn in the fall?  
 

Answer:  Yes, fall is an ideal time to 

rejuvenate a tired lawn. Cooler temperatures 

and ample time available for recuperation before 
summer's heat and drought all work in favor of a 

fall lawn renovation. Old lawns can benefit from 
core aeration, since the soil may have become 

compacted over time, especially if it has been 
treated with chemicals. To control thatch, an 

aerating tool with metal tines is used to push into 
the soil by foot. This procedure aerates the soil 

and enables earthworms and microorganisms to 
flourish and to do their valuable work improving 

the soil. You can also overseed your lawn with a suitable grass seed blend right over your 
existing turf. Before spreading the seed, topdress the lawn with fresh soil, or scratch the turf 

with a metal rake to roughen up the soil and create a receptive bed for the new seed.  

Source: https://libguides.nybg.org/faqsfall  

https://libguides.nybg.org/faqsfall


Upcoming Events 

Growing Garlic w/ Penn Yan Public Library! 
Saturday, October 19th, 10:00 am– 11:00 am 
Penn Yan Community Garden (located at the end 
of Pleasant Ave.) 
Join us at the Penn Yan Community Garden to learn 

how to plant garlic. Participants will learn how to plant 

and care for garlic until next summer’s harvest. All 

participants will receive garlic to take home and plant 

in their own garden! For more information, contact 

Caroline Hunt at 315-536-5123                                                                                                                 

Fee: Free and open to the public.  

 
Get Cultured! Learn to Make Yogurt & Sauerkraut 
at Home 
Saturday, October 26th, 9:00 am - 11:30 am, 
Yates County Building Auditorium 
417 Liberty Street 
Penn Yan, NY 14527 
Join Master Gardeners Jan Barrett and Caroline 

Boutard-Hunt to learn how to make your own yogurt 

at home. You’ll also have a chance to learn how to 

successfully make your own sauerkraut and take 

home a jar to ferment at home. To register, call the 

CCE-Yates Office at 315-536-5123, or visit                        

https://reg.cce.cornell.edu/getcultured_257                                    

Fee: $10 per person. Every participant will get to take 

home a jar of started sauerkraut, and a jar of started 

yogurt.  

Master Gardeners Wreath Sale at Penn Yan 
StarShine! 
Sunday, December 1, 2019, 4:00 pm– 7:00 pm 
Village of Penn Yan 
167 Main Street 
Penn Yan, NY 14527 
The Village of Penn Yan is set to “come to life” on 
Saturday, December 1st as the entire community 
gathers to celebrate “StarShine, Christmas in the 
Village”. Get in the Christmas spirit by visiting local 
downtown shops to get a spring on your holiday 
shopping while supporting local businesses. Be on 
the lookout for special offerings at many of the stores.  
Be on the lookout for the Yates County Master 
Gardeners, selling handmade wreaths! For more 
information, contact the CCE-Yates Office at  
315-536-5123 
 
 

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


