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You can increase the number of  perennial plants in your 

garden by dividing well-established plants.  It’s an inexpen-

sive way to spread color throughout your garden. As gar-

deners, many of  us love to swap plants. Division is also 

used to rejuvenate an overgrown clump that did not flower 

well or is crowding out other plants.  The best time to di-

vide your perennials is while they are growing vegetatively 

(not flowering).  Some perennials require division every 

two to three years in order to continue to grow and flower.  

These include daisies, iris, geum, liatris, asters, and bee-

balm.  Clumps may appear sparse in the center and have a “doughnut” ap-

pearance.  A “doughnut” is formed when the plant uses up the nutrients 

below the plant and new roots develop away from the core.  Siberian iris is 

known for this and needs division every three years. 

As a general rule, spring and summer flowering perennials (plants that 

flower before July 4th) should be divided in the fall. Fall flowering perenni-

als (plants that flower after July 4th) should be divided in the spring. 

Polemonium (Jacob’s ladder), Doronicum (leopard’s bane), Phlox subulata 

(creeping phlox), Primula (primrose), Papaver 

(oriental poppies), and Pulmonaria (lungwort) 

should be divided in early spring as soon as they 

finish flowering.  Dicentra (bleeding heart family) 

does not like to be divided.  I have had some 

success dividing that very early, 

shortly after the pips break the 

ground.   

Making More Plants! 
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Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Carol Mastromarchi 
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Keep it watered until you see good top growth. Iris should be divided in July or August.  Peonies do best when 

divided in the fall.  Take care when you are transplanting your peonies.  The eyes on the roots should be planted 

no deeper than two inches.  If peonies are planted too deeply, they will not flower.   Take mulch into consideration 

and keep it away from the root area.  It can add depth. 

Some summer flowering plants such as hosta, Hemerocallis (daylilies), and large plants may be easier to divide in the 

spring.  You really should cut off all the flowers before transplanting.  The plant needs to concentrate on establish-

ing new roots. Also, a tip I learned from a daylily grower is to cut back daylily foliage to 6 inches before dividing 

and transplanting. Keep in mind that by dividing summer flowering plants in the spring, flowering may be delayed 

or sacrificed for that year.  

Prepare the site for your new perennial divisions ahead of time.  The ideal day to 

divide and transplant would be overcast, calm and cool.  You can also divide late in 

the afternoon.  The wind is very drying.  Make sure your plant is well hydrated.  

Avoid transplanting on hot days. There are a few methods of division.  If your plant 

has reduced flowering or has an unhealthy center, you will need to lift and divide the 

whole clump.  Divide the clump in half, cut out, and discard the center.  The center 

will not rejuvenate.  If the clump looks healthy but the plant is simply growing out of 

bounds, you can cut away sections of the exterior.  Dig around the plant with a 

shovel.  Lift the plant from the ground and shake off some of the soil.  This will al-

low you to see where you can divide the plant.  If too much soil is clinging to the 

roots, hose the roots off with water.  Shallow rooted perennials can be gently pulled 

apart with your hands or a trowel.  You can also cut through shallow rooted plants 

with a sharp knife (a Japanese Hori Hori Knife is good for this).  For a deep rooted, 

heavy crowned plant, such as astilbe, hosta, ornamental grass, or daylily, you will 

need a sharp spade or an axe.  Remove one-half of the foliage on the divisions so 

that water will not wick away from the plant. 

Replant divisions quickly and water them thoroughly.  Do not leave divisions lying in the sun.  Soil may be en-

riched with organic matter (peat moss, topsoil, and composted manure) before transplanting.  Add only one third 

amendments to your existing soil.  After all, the roots will eventually work their way into your existing soil.   You 

can just add a few trowels full of organic matter before filling in the hole.  Of course you can pot up divisions in 

clean pots using a soilless mix.  Make sure they are out of the pots and in the ground in the fall. 

Finish all dividing and transplanting by early October to give your plants time to 

establish roots for the winter.  Keep new transplants watered at the rate of one inch 

of water per week until the ground freezes.  This is later thank you may think.  Give 

them a good drink the end of October. Continue to watch for dry weather in No-

vember. Division will shock your plants, so take care of new transplants. Remem-

ber that an old fashioned winter, with snow on the ground from Thanksgiving to St 

Patrick’s Day, is best for perennials.  January or February thaws are their worst ene-

my.  Other enemies are hot winter sun, dry windy days with no snow cover, and 

critters such as voles. 

“Gardening simply does not allow one to be mentally old, because too many 

hopes and dreams are yet to be realized.” Allan Armitage 



The northern catalpa trees are in bloom right now, and boy are they spectacu-
lar.  You might think that a North American native, with huge white flowers 
and the toughness to grow through a sidewalk would be a top-selling tree for 
the garden center industry.  After all, people plunk down stacks of greenbacks 
for large-flowered rhododendrons and showy Callery pears, right?  Unfortu-
nately, the ways in which northern catalpa trees live life eventually landed 
them on the wrong side of the garden gate. 
 

In a fall from grace more tragic than that of a director named Woody or a 
biker named Lance, the northern catalpa (Catalpa speciosa) was once held high 
in America’s esteem.  Tremendous panicles of large white flowers spotted 
with purple undoubtedly endeared it to the early gardeners, who began its 
cultivation in 1754.  Those blossoms turn into elongated seed pods, conjuring 
up the colorful names “Indian bean tree” and “cigar tree.”  Huge heart-
shaped leaves, a narrow crown, coarse branching and a bold appearance make 
it difficult to mistake for any other species.  In the 1850’s the French devel-
oped a dwarf form of the similar southern catalpa (C. bignonioides) called 
‘Nana’ which when grafted formed a poodle plant.  ‘Nana’ does not flower or 
fruit, but can be pruned into either a green ball on a gray stick or an umbrella.  
I’m only guessing but this may have inspired Dr. Seuss to create his own 
Truffala trees.  Fishing fans also liked catalpa:  the larvae of the catalpa sphinx 
moth (Ceratomia catalpae) is one of the best fish baits going.  Given all these 
charms, catalpa trees found their way into the best landscapes and parks.  
 

In a rather bizarre horticultural footnote, catalpas had their own nineteenth 
century promoters.  E.E. Barney of Ohio wrote an entire book about the vir-
tues of the tree, while Robert Douglas of Illinois was so jazzed he planted two 
and a half million of them in just six years.  Both were interested in promoting 
the cultivation of northern catalpa on the treeless prairie, where its quick-
growing, rot-proof wood could serve as railroad ties.  Unfortunately, the 
dream didn’t turn out as planned.  While trees in an experimental plantation 
grew quickly, they didn’t reach railroad tie size before it was decided they’d 
make better fence posts.  And in a study conducted under the auspices of the 
Arnold Arboretum, catalpa ties turned to pulp when pounded by the trains of 
the Boston and Providence Railway after a test period of almost five years.   
 

So while the railroad scheme didn’t thwart the planting of catalpas as land-
scape subjects, by the 1930’s the love affair waned.  Just like a shedding, drool-
ing Bloodhound, catalpas are messy – just ask the gardener who owns one.  
The flowers drop, the seedpods fall for months on end and the branches are 
surprisingly brittle.  If cars didn’t need to be cranked nor iceboxes filled with 
ice, it was time for Americans to have neater trees.  Today the only young ca-
talpas you’ll find are escapees along roads and right-of-ways, silently awaiting a 
comeback.                 

A Catalpa Comeback? 
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Text and photos by David Chinery 



While most folks have been reveling in June’s hot days and 
blue skies, I’m a bit grumpy from all this dryness.  Quite 
simply, I don’t like to see my plants suffer, and while I don’t 
mind dragging a hose around the garden to water, I don’t 
want to run my shallow well dry.  This morning’s rainstorm 
looked promising, but my rain gauge recorded only a scat 0.2 
of water.  C’mon Mother Nature, can’t you be a little more 
generous? 
 

The plants tell the story.  The daylily leaves have turned a 
pallid shade of green, while the hostas are seeing their leaves 
shrivel, one by one.  Kentucky bluegrass lawns are gray-
green to brown, while weedy crabgrass remains a vibrant 
shade of lime.  My potted maroon elephant ear sulks when 
its bottom saucer dries daily.  The growth of wood sorrel, 
chamomile and spurge in the gravel driveway has slowed to a crawl, and few new weeds have germinated.  And 
our big black walnut tree has started dropping yellow leaflets.  I’m sure the roots go down to China, so soil mois-
ture must be part of the trade war. 
 

A gardener’s response to weeks of drought plus a heat wave is to water.  But are we watering wisely?  One deep 
watering, rather than several shallow sprinkles, will encourage deeper rooting.  Watering in the morning is best, 
since it allows plant foliage to dry as the sun intensifies, which reduces the potential for foliar diseases.  And put-
ting water low to the ground, rather than spraying the entire plant as if it were a dog in need of a bath, is more effi-
cient from a water conservation standpoint.  At a friend’s peony garden, the automatic sprinklers come on every 
day for a few minutes at 5:30 PM, violating all three rules.  The result is a white bloom of ugly powdery mildew 
spreading through the peony patch.       
 

So how dry are we?  According the U.S. Drought monitor, eastern-most 
New York and is in “moderate drought,” the second of five progressively 
drier and scarier categories.  TV meteorologists are telling us we are 
about 5 inches short of precipitation for the year, and local communities 
with public water systems are starting to implement conservation 
measures.    
 

Cornell meteorologist Art DeGaetano of the Northeast Regional Climate 
Center reported on June 25 that during the previous week, evapotranspi-
ration (ET) was very high at 1.25 to 1.5 inches.  While some may remem-
ber ET as the bike-riding extra-terrestrial, Art’s ET is the amount of wa-

ter lost by a plant as it transpires, plus the amount of water lost from the soil as it dries.  For the plant’s sake, an 
amount of water equal to the weekly ET should fall, either from rain or irrigation, to keep things growing.  But 
when we have high heat, intense sun and no rain, ET soars and plants suffer. 
 

Here’s my hidden agenda.  I’m hoping the best way to make it rain is to write about no rain.  Let’s see if it works.  

Dry Days, Hot Nights 

Text and photo by David Chinery 
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Adopted from an April 25, 2020 post of the Rensselaer County Vegetable Blog  

by Irv Stephens, Rensselaer County Master Gardener.  You can visit the Blog at:   

https://rensselaercountyvegetable.blogspot.com/ 
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Most gardeners I know are very aware of the decline of pollinators, and many have made an effort to increase 
the nectar sources in their gardens available to these insects. However, some of my gardener friends are less 
aware how the loss of available habitat compounds the environmental challenges these bees face. In fact,  the 
 compulsiveness of gardeners to tidy  up their beds every years adds to this problem. 

Loss of habitat particularly affects  native bee species. Most of these bees are vey small and live solitary lives. 

Seventy percent (70%) of them burrow into the ground and thirty percent (30%) tunnel  into the stems of 

herbaceous plants to lay their eggs for next year's generation while a few choose to bore into soft woods.  

Here are a few ways backyard gardeners can make the lives of these little critters  that are look-

ing to make a homestead a little easier  by:  

For much more information on bee hotels 

from the folks at Michigan State University, 

visit: 

https://pollinators.msu.edu/publications/building-and-

managing-bee-hotels-for-wild-bees/ 

Pollinators.msu.edu 

Make Bees Your Guests 

 Planting more native plants (although nectar is nectar, na-

tive bees really need the native plants with which they 

evolved in order to leave a posterity). 

 Delaying clean-up of native plants at the end of the season 

until later next spring (e.g. leave that milkweed, goldenrod, 

or black-eyed Susan alone). 

 Installing a few bee hotels around your gardens.  These can 

be made from scrap wood.  The hotels I make combine 

soft woods and the stems of herbaceous plants.  The bees 

don’t mind living shoulder-to-shoulder with different bee 

species; and most importantly, they are not aggressive either 

to their neighbors or to you.. 

 Reducing the expanse of lawns by utilizing more native 

plantings, especially groundcovers, and increasing areas for 

leaf litter and other detritus. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fpollinators.msu.edu%2Fpublications%2Fbuilding-and-managing-bee-hotels-for-wild-bees%2F&psig=AOvVaw0c_lkgRYdiUlDvy0gsafuF&ust=1593110400352000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLjY3YONm-oCFQAAAAAdAAAA
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=http%3A%2F%2Fclipart-library.com%2Fbee-cliparts.html&psig=AOvVaw1bh2el9R62gC9hC4z_siCn&ust=1593110716624000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCIiDnJOOm-oCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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Dwarf Makes Big Impact 
Nature encourages us to slow down:  she doesn’t reveal her se-
crets to the high-speed crowd.  This was true even back in 1904, 
when two men were waiting on a train platform at Lake Laggan, 
in Banff, Alberta, Canada.  The train was late, and with time on 
their hands, the pair started roaming the surrounding landscape.  
There is a good chance that what they found then grows in your 
garden today. 
 

Of course, it didn’t hurt that the gents were from the Arnold 
Arboretum, the branch of Harvard dedicated to the collection 
and study of plants.  John George Jack’s career started in 1886 
as the keeper of plant records, but his knowledge of both the 
theoretical and practical aspects of horticulture soon had him 
identifying specimens, caring for the live collections, and teach-
ing students.  His walks around the arboretum to examine and 
discuss notable trees and shrubs became popular with the pub-
lic.  His accomplice, Alfred Rehder, was a horticultural aristo-
crat, given that his father and grandfathers directed estates for 
European counts and princes.  He started out weeding at the 
Arnold for a dollar a day, but quickly became a taxonomist who 
eventually wrote the eminently useful “Manual of Cultivated 
Trees and Shrubs Hardy in North America,” a book that can still be found on gardener’s bookshelves.   
 

The plant the professors found was a conifer, but it stood only a few inches high.  The light green needles, ¼ to ½ 
inch long, radiated around the stem, making it radically different from the white spruces (Picea glauca) which stood 
nearby.  The specimens they brought back to Boston grew very slowly, only a couple of inches per year, and devel-
oped into extremely dense, conical shaped plants.  This habit provided the plant’s scientific name, Picea glauca 
‘Conica,’ better known as the Dwarf Alberta Spruce.  Eighteen years later, the arboretum’s journal, the “Bulletin of 
Popular Information,” described the trees as almost three feet tall and “one of the most interesting and distinct of 
all the dwarf conifers.” 
 

Things might have ended there, with the mini spruce living as a botanical curiosity behind the Arnold’s gates, but 
the “Bulletin” foretold the future when it stated that the plant was “getting attention in England” and was being 
grown in a few U.S. nurseries.  Soon, more gardeners became interested in rock gardens, which require small 
plants, and the Dwarf Alberta Spruce fit the bill.  In ensuing years, with the suburbanization of America, the 
shrinking of yards and the demand for plants with winter interest, sales of this spruce skyrocketed.  Today, these 
little fat Alberts grow in foundation plantings, backyards, at the strip mall and even in front of the U.S. Post Office 
in Castleton-on-Hudson, New York.   
 

While requiring not much fuss, owners of Dwarf Alberta Spruces much watch for two issues.  First, spider mites 
can cause needle death and drop, leaving the cone with an unsightly bald patch.  Second, specimens sometimes 
start to revert to the true spruce form, sprouting larger branches up top.  If not removed, the dwarf slowly be-
comes a strange hybrid monster, yet another natural mystery.  Examine the Castleton Albert and you can see both.     
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As the world changes and events sometimes seem unbelievable, it is somehow reassuring 
to realize there will always be weeds.  I’m all for sitting back and letting weeds have their 
way in some places (my lawn is a botanical garden) but once control is relinquished in the 
vegetable garden or perennial border, you might as well throw in the trowel. 

 

While nothing is better for mind or spirit than pulling and yanking, yet sometimes a tool is 
in order.  While I strive to remain impartial, I’ll mention two items some Master Gardeners 
favor:  the Cape Cod Weeder and the Cobra Head Weeder.  The former measures a little 
more than a foot long, has a contoured wooden handle with a right-angled slicing hook, 
and undercuts the weed.  The latter is shaped in a graceful curve terminating in a sharp, 
snake-shaped blade.  My personal favorite is a soil knife crafted from heavy stainless steel 
which can dig, uproot, scrape, slice and scratch with ease.  If available in Miss Marple’s day 
any of these would have been employed for mischief well beyond gardening. 

 

Larger gizmos are also popping up like dandelions, many designed to remove these and 
similar tap-rooted species.  Many feature a long, straight handle with terminal claws and a 
foot brace to jam it into the soil.  The claws grab the weed, you pull back, and out it pops, 
if all goes well.  Using it on moist but not soggy soil and finding one that is well made with 
a handle proportional to your height seem to be the considerations here.  Other gadgets 
attach to a power drill and spin weeds out of the ground.  While this seems faster, perhaps 
the more violent force breaks roots rather than finessing them out, as you could do with 
human power.  Either tool might have enough novelty appeal to trick a non-gardening 
spouse or child into using it, for a half-hour at least.  Fixing the mulch or throwing some 
grass seed down after the weed is gone is critical, or else moves in – another weed! 

 

Probes that give the weed a jolt of heat via electricity are also available.  The reviews run 
from wild success to dismal failure, and without a university trial (impartiality, again), it is 
difficult to judge their true efficacy.  All I can definitely say is you’ll need a long extension 
cord. 

 

All this brings us to a hot topic, torches.  Fire can kill weeds, as well as most other forms 
of life, and devices that produce flames are used by some organic vegetable growers as well 
as landscapers to clear fence-lines and pavement cracks.  While mature, grassy or deep-
rooted weeds may bounce back after one treatment, the growth of smaller annuals is usually effectively stopped.  
Although thermal weeding is gaining popularity, extreme caution is needed.  Mulches, dried weeds or oily pave-
ment can catch fire.  Desirable plants are easily fried (don’t use this on the lawn).  Only experienced, responsible 
adults should be involved.  Achieving a weed-free zone isn’t worth burning down the neighborhood.          

De-weeding Sparks De-bate 

Text and photos 

by David Chinery 

Want to learn more?  Watch our recent webinar, “Some Ways To Manage 

Weeds In Lawns and Landscapes” on our YouTube Channel at: 

https://www.youtube.com/user/ccerensselaer 
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What to do in June 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Becky Raymond 

 June is a delightful month. The days are the longest of the year, the 

air is warm, and much is happening in the garden. What a wonder-

ful time to be outdoors! 
 

Divide the spring flowering perennials that have finished blooming. 
 

Train your grass to grow deep roots, especially during drought. Mow 

high. Let your grass grow to 3.5-4 inches, and then mow it down to 3 

inches.  Or better yet, stop mowing entirely. 
 

Mulch gardens to save water and defeat weeds. 
 

Make friends with your compost pile, adding both greens and browns, turning often, and 

keeping moist. Use the resulting compost to give a boost to your garden soil. 
 

Thin small fruits on the branches of apple, peach or plum trees. One 

fruit per six inches. 
 

Enjoy your strawberry harvest or buy some local strawberries. 
 

 

Pinch geraniums to encourage fuller growth. 
 

Prune spring flowering shrubs after they finish blooming, and shear 

others such as privet, to keep one step ahead of their vigorous growth. 
 

Keep an eye out for pests by watching 

for yellowing leaves, wilted new 

growth, or twisted foliage. A close 

look (especially at the undersides of 

leaves) might reveal mites, aphids, or 

something else. 
 

Give your summer-blooming roses some fertilizer in June 

and again in July for a continuous show. 

 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi37LCE9eLbAhWErVkKHfF8CLQQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.pinterest.co.uk%2Fpin%2F575405289877376235%2F&psig=AOvVaw3LREqgj214iu9blKvjOEF7&ust=1529607172983314


Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 
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Seeking some dark purple li-

lacs for my garden, I recently 

had the pleasure of visiting 

the Cherry Valley Lilac Nurse-

ry, located in the Otsego 

County village of Cherry Val-

ley.  Well over one hundred 

lilac varieties in shades of 

pink, lavender, white, purple, 

and everything in-between 

bloom on several acres.  In 

addition to selling lilac plants, 

lilac essence for use in per-

fume and other products is 

distilled on-site.  For more in-

formation visit: 

www.cherryvalleylilacs 

- David Chinery 



What shape are your flowers in? 

     Once upon a time I read or heard that flowers come in four basic shapes: composites, umbeliferous, amaryllis 

and mint. The composites are exemplified by the dandelion, the daisy, the mums, etc. If you take what looks like a 

petal from a composite, you will find that each “petal” is actually a flower. Composites have disk flowers and ray 

flowers. The ray flowers are toward the outside, whereas the disk flowers are in the center of what we call the flow-

er. The daisy ray flowers are what you pick when you determine if he/ she loves me or loves me not. Flowers may 

be staminate (male), carpelate (female) or perfect (having both stamens and one or more carpels). 

     Umbeliferous flowers are named for the fact that the flower shape is the 

shape of an umbrella. Umbeliferous flowers are exemplified by the carrot, and 

parsley. I do not know too many umbeliferous flowers and I wonder why any-

one would come up with this as a basic flower shape, while at the same time 

omitting tulips and daffodils.  

     Mint flowers have square stems. Most Amaryllis seem to lack a three dimen-

sional shape. After having been informed of this, I was still confused. What 

about tulips, fuchsias and tons of other plants that didn’t fit into these four cate-

gories? So, I’m not sure that the source of my information was correct. Two of 

the flower shapes I would agree with are mint and composites. It is easy to rec-

ognize composite flowers, and I find they are my favorite flowers. In general 

composites are long-lasting flowers. My favorite flower of all flowers is the dai-

sy, and when I get a bouquet of flowers,  I find the flowers that are still bright 

and perky after all the rest have died are the composites. 

     Mints are easy to recognize once you twirl the stem with your fingers. You  

would not think of something like coleus as being a mint, but, sure enough, when you twirl the stem, it has four 

sides. 

     As I look at the flower beds people have planted in my retirement community, I see cosmos, delphiniums, lu-

pines, orchids and loads of other plants that do not fit into the four categories I listed at the beginning of this arti-

cle. So I think we have to be critical when hearing “the voice of authority”. 

     Flowers come in whatever shapes Mother Nature finds to be successful. For ex-

ample, there is an orchid that has a nectary that is quite a ways from the top of the 

flower (if I remember correctly, it’s 30 centimeters). After finding this flower and de-

termining that the nectary was located so far down in the flower, Darwin postulated 

that there had to be a moth or a butterfly that had such a long proboscis. Sure 

enough, there is a moth with a proboscis of that length.  

     What are nectaries and what about pollen?  Nectaries are small sacs that contain 

sugar water. This is what insects and hummingbirds like to drink. Pollen is not usually 

eaten but it carries the sperm of plants. Insects, birds and other critters serve to carry 

the pollen from one plant to another, so that the sperm in the pollen can get to the 

egg of another plant and fertilization ensues. Once plant fertilization occurs, the seed 

and fruit can develop. I was surprised to learn that bee keepers earn more money by 

renting out hives to apple orchards (for pollination/fertilization) than they make by 

selling honey. So regardless of the shape, the flower will either feed the nectar drinker 

or allow its pollen to be carried to another flower.   

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Inge Eley 
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“May and June.  Soft syllables, gentle names for the 

two best months in the garden year:  cool, misty morn-

ings gently burned away with a warming spring sun, 

followed by breezy afternoons and chilly nights.  The 

discussion of philosophy is over, it’s time for the work 

to begin.” 

H. Peter Loewer (garden writer, born 1934) 

  

Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

During the COVID 19 Pan-

demic, our offices are closed 

to the public, but you are wel-

come to contact us as directed 

below. 

“Root Concerns:  Notes from the underground” is a shared 

publication of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer, 

Albany and Schenectady Counties.  It is published by Cornell 

Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County. 
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David Chinery (dhc3@cornell.edu and (518) 272-4210) 
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