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BONKERS FOR BEGONIAS! 
MORE OVERWINTERING RELATIVES OF  

FABULOUS TUBEROUS BEGONIAS 
 

By Chris Ferrero, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
When I developed a CCEDC Speakers’ Bureau talk called “Bonkers for Begonias” a few years 
ago, it was not only because I was in love with their economy and beauty, but also because I felt 
there was just so much more to learn. Could others share this journey of discovery with me? 
 
Well, yes! I’ve met many begonia fans along the way. But I have yet to run into anyone who has 
their arms around the entire genus. The begonia universe is ginormous.  According to the 
National Garden Bureau, they represent the fifth most diverse class of plants, and the genus 
has 1800 species and more than 10,000 hybrids. So I’m still delighted by many an aha! 
moment. And this has been one of them.  It started many years ago, with… 
 
Tuberous Begonias, Winter Sleepers who wake up feeling frisky every spring!  
 
Tuberous begonias (B. x tuberhybrida) are strong, dramatic performers in bright shade – they 
need either morning sun or dappled shade, such as 
filtered sun under a high tree canopy – and deliver 
gorgeous pink, red, coral or yellow blooms amid striking 
foliage. They’re pretty carefree across the board as long 
as you don’t overwater and rot the tuber. And they pump 
out 4” blooms like crazy, nudging off old ones while they 
still look fresh – so you can float the fallen blossoms in a 
saucer on your breakfast table for a couple more days.  
  

One of my old tuberous begonias, hitting her stride in 
June after spending winter in my dark basement. By 
July she’s incredible, popping giant blooms till fall frosts 
force her to take a well-deserved rest! 
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I still encounter many a gardener who loves the show of these old-fashioned beauties but has 
no idea that, when the top growth dies back in the fall, the plant is not dead but going dormant 
for the winter. Store them in their pots in any dark corner of basement or garage, and as long as 
they don’t freeze, new shoots emerge by April… or you can store tubers like dahlias or any 
others, to replant 6-8 weeks before last frost in spring. 
 

Begonia boliviensis, the Hybrid that gets Big and Bodacious 
 
I had a series of hanging baskets, one each year maybe a decade ago, that drew lots of 
comment from neighbors and passers-by, because by mid-
summer, they were huge and covered in colors from hot 
salmon to deep orange. They were big performers, with a 
cascading habit, ability to take more sun and heat, and a 
unique flower with long, strap-like petals forming a soft 
trumpet that attracts hordes of hummingbirds.  
 
It seemed to me each Fall that these Bolivian Begonias had 
simply exhausted themselves with all their pyrotechnics, so 
like many annuals who flower their hearts out each season, 
they went to the compost bin to be replaced by another 
cascading heroine come spring. 
 
It wasn’t until last year that I discovered B. boliviensis is 
a hybrid of an angel-wing begonia and a tuberous 
begonia.  It didn’t occur to me to research this until a 
couple years ago when I bought one of the new Bossa 
Nova series – one called “Pure White” but with much 
more interesting coral highlights at heart and petal edge -- and when it died back in the fall, I just 
moved the big pot into the garage and composted the dead top growth.  
 

 
Come spring, there was B. boliviensis 
poking up rosy new growth in the dark. 
That’s the behavior of a tuber, which 
somehow knows it’s 8 weeks till final 
frost, even when I lose track.  
 
By the way, I loved finding a similar aha! 
moment in Margaret Roach’s terrific blog 
“A Way to Garden” … Click here to read 
the story of her resurrected B. boliviensis 
‘Bonfire’ titled “It lives!” 
 
 

Begonia boliviensis quickly becomes a 
30” waterfall of fiery blooms, stunning 
in a hanging basket or window box. 

 

B. boliviensis “Bossa Nova Pure White” 
seems to have more attractive foliage and 
nuanced floral tones. 

 

https://awaytogarden.com/it-lives-my-overwintered-begonia-bonfire/
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A Brand New Hybrid: The Unbelievable!™ series Takes Tuberous Hybrids up a Notch! 
 
Last summer I found an interesting-looking begonia called “The Unbelievable Miss Montreal” 
and she took me back to school.  At the time she was just a 6” pot sporting fuzzy, bronzy foliage 
that looked vaguely angel-wing, with some intriguing mini-tuberous-like flowers in multi-tone 
peachy colors that contrasted nicely with the foliage.  
 
I thought she was a hiemalis type, a Rieger begonia known for its 
mercurial temperament. All summer I jockeyed her around from 
deck to porch, sun to shade, and all she did was flop over.  
 
I had no idea that she was not meant to be erect, or that she 
needed more sun and less water than I was giving her. I just 
thought she was a whiny diva. When she died back in the fall, I 
shoved her pot into the garage. 
 
Her provenance finally became evident a few weeks ago when I 
pulled out my pots from their dark corner, and hello! She was 
pushing up the little telltale leaves of a stubborn tuber. So I 
refreshed her soil and watered her a little, and kapow! She’s 
already taller and wider than last summer, apparently revving up 
for something unusual.  
 
My research uncovered the 2017 introduction by Dutch 
company Drummen Orange of this “Unbelievable™ series, the 
result of complex crosses between the classic tuberous begonia 
and the B. boliviensis. Miss Montreal has powerful tuberous 
parents! 
 

They describe “Miss Montreal” as a semi-
trailing plant with stems at first upright and 
then arching, forming an 18” wide mound 
with 3-inch double flowers that emerge 
creamy white with pale yellow highlights and 
a coral-pink edge, then gradually age to pale 
apricot. The angel-type leaves are dark green 
and bronze for really nice contrast. This 
series was developed to be as heat and sun 
tolerant as the B. boliviensis parent. 
 
Will Miss Montreal forgive me and put on the 
show she’s supposed to this summer? I really 
hope so. She will have a real challenge to 
show up her relatives, the tuberous and 
Bolivian begonias that will grace my summer 
landscape! 
 

 
 

Begonia ‘Unbelievable Miss Montreal’, a 2017 
introduction that injected new life into the tuberous 
begonia hybrid world. Photo: Drummen Orange 

 

The early spring beginnings of 
something big this summer? 
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A PERFECT QUARANTINE GARDEN PROJECT -  
CREATING A WILD FLOWER MEADOW 

by Sharon Gagne, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer   

 
Let me preface this by saying had I not been confined to home, I probably never would have 
considered this project.  Turning an area bordering a neglected swampy-bog turned shallow 
pond and wild woods that had been used to dump 30 years’ worth of brush, discarded wood, 
dead Christmas trees and leaf litter into a wildflower meadow sure sounded romantic at the 
start.  I had forgotten why we used that area as our dumping ground - mainly due to rocky clay 
soil, saplings, downed trees, tangled roots and wild prickly rose, rampant poison ivy (some vines 
easily a hairy inch in diameter) and run-away grape vines that my Father planted when we first 
moved to the house in 1980.  It had even been used as a burning area back when that was a 
legal way to get rid of yard waste. 

 

 
 
Initially I thought I would just clear out around the 
pond to bring it into our view shed as it was in 
1980 (from a distance it looked pretty good).  
That involved so much work, I almost gave up 
but my husband jumped in with both feet to help 
me.  He developed gout during the initial phase 
and unfortunately had to bow out but he saved 
me from quitting.  Bless his soul.  And prior to 
the gout, he manned the chainsaw after we 
pulled (with rope and elbow grease) various 
downed trees that had ended up in the pond 
over the last few decades.  There are actually 
two left there but they can wait until the foot 
heals.   
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Once that was mostly completed, I decided to clear a big area near the pond and plant 
wildflowers.  Simple, right?  Of course not, since the area has to be as weed and root free as 
possible so the wildflower seeds will root and not be taken over by whatever had been growing 
there prior to clearing.  I vaguely remember different people throwing wildflower seeds into their 
grass and wondering why they didn't take.  It seems to have been a problem of something 
seemingly easy to do ending up a little (or a lot, in my case) difficult. So, then, it will need to be 
weeded the first few years and by year three, it should be maintenance free except for a 
mowing at the season’s end.  This precludes that you pick the wild flower mix that is right for 
your zone, and that it is a mixture of annual seed so you have color the first season and 
biennials and perennials to reseed themselves and keep the meadow going.  Luckily there are 
seed mixes for specific regions with specific purposes and bloom times which come pre-
packaged or that might have put me over the top!    Actually, my seeds were ordered early April 
and are still on backorder due to you-know-what.  Expected delivery is May 15th which is 
actually our last estimated frost date. 

There were a few surprises during the project.  
The only nice one was that I was amazed at 
the beautiful “black gold” humus that had 
formed underneath all that junk but was 
dismayed to read that that layer should be 
removed to discourage weeds.  Apparently 
wild flowers are wild due to their ability to grow 
almost anywhere in the most wretched soil.  
However, once I dug down about 2 inches I 
came across the hardpan greenish tinged clay 
soil that is my backyard.  I wouldn't even 
attempt to plant any seed in that so I made the 
decision to keep the humus and be ruthless 
with weeding for two years. 

Almost 3 weeks into the project and seemingly endless wheelbarrows full of poison ivy roots, 
wild rose roots and grapevine roots, I'm almost ready to plant.  However, I have scaled back the 
project from a projected 600 ft2  to 250-300 ft2 mostly due to two not-so-nice surprises:  three tick 
bites and a face-off with a snake that actually stood up 
and stared me down (it was a garter snake but not the 
skinny, spindly ones-this guy was fat, standing up and 
fearless).  I actually dropped my rake, walked away and 
came back a few minutes later and he was still there so 
he won. 
 
I don't know what dimensions constitute a meadow and 
am afraid 300 ft2 only constitutes a wildflower patch but 
I am sure I will always call it a meadow in my mind and 
if it is as beautiful as I imagine it to be, I might be brave 
enough to upend that snake and expand it in the future.  
I think there's plenty of space for us both to live as long 
as I don't have to meet him again. 
 
Photos courtesy of the author. 
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SPICEBUSH, Lindera benzion 
by Nancy Swanson, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer   

 
Dutchess County's Soil and Water Conservation District annual sale has always been a good 
source of healthy and inexpensive seedlings of trees, shrubs, ground covers and assorted other 
landscaping plants and products.  This year it was exciting to see three new offerings:  common 
witch hazel (Hamamelis virginiana); nannyberry (Viburnum lentago), and spicebush (Lindera 
benzoin).  I decided to purchase the spicebush, probably because the photo of the bright red 
berries with the dark green leaves conjured up holiday happiness.    

But I decided some research would be a good idea. The fact that spicebush is a New York 
native indicated successful growth would be easier in my chemical-free yard. Its native habitat is 
west from Maine to Ontario and south to Florida and Texas.  Pertinent characteristics are height 
to 12', width similar with several stems giving a rounded shape.  Four-inch 
long leaves give a dense appearance.  It is commonly found in wet areas 
but tolerates a wide range of soil, moisture and light conditions including 
deep shade.  It will become more open if it has to reach for light and will 
suffer dieback in prolonged drought.  Very small yellow flowers at the 
nodes of bare stems are not showy but are a delight to discover on one of 
the first native shrubs to bloom in early spring.  Leaves turn lemon yellow 
in the fall while berries turn red.  As one might guess from its name, the 
shrub and all its parts--leaves, twigs, berries and buds--is known for its 
pleasant aromatic peppery scent.  Great Natives for Tough Places 
(Brooklyn Botanic Garden) recommends spicebush for "naturalistic 
plantings and wildflower gardens, rain gardens or as a specimen."  It can 
be pruned for rejuvenation or to control size, cutting it back close to the 
ground if necessary.  

Peterson's Field Guide to Trees and Shrubs relates that early land surveyors considered 
spicebush an indication of good agricultural land.  Leaves and twigs were used for tea and dried 
berries were powdered as a spice.  Deer (eek! but shrub will survive), rabbit, opossum, 
pheasant, bobwhite, ruffed grouse and many songbirds dine on twigs or fruits.  It is the host 
plant for the larva of the spicebush swallowtail butterfly. So rejoice if you see some leaves that 
look a little ragged.  And last, spicebush is dioecious meaning male and female flowers appear 
on different plants with berries on only the female plants.  

Having absorbed all this information, I think my choice of the spicebush 
is a good one, especially because of its support of wildlife and its 
apparent tolerance for the vagaries of my garden maintenance. But I'm 
wondering about the separation of the sexes.  Will my ten seedlings 
produce any red holiday berries or will the males dominate as they 
have since the beginning of time? 

 
 
Photos from Virginia Tech Dendrology  
 

 

http://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=123
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WEBSITES TO VISIT 
NYIS: Mugwort  
NYS IPM: Ground Bees – What Can I Do?   
NYS IPM: Asian Giant Hornets: A Concern for New York? (no)  
NYS IPM: Pollinator Page:  Recorded webinars 
Recycling During COVID-19 
NYS IPM: Rats in the time of Coronavirus Isolation 
 
 

Stop the Spread: Scout for New Invasives    
Citizen-Science Training Series June 9, 11, 16 & 18, 9:30-11:00am 

Help survey the Hudson Valley Region for new invasive pests and diseases.  

Reports of invasive pests newly detected in New York are causing great concern. Scouting for 
these pests, reporting their presence and stopping their spread are 
urgent needs. You can help.   

Spotted lanternfly (SLF) is an invasive planthopper that can feed on a 
wide variety of plants including grapevines, hops, maples and fruit 
trees. It is established in neighboring states and individuals were 
found in our region last year.   

Beech leaf disease (BLD) affects the native American beech (Fagus 
grandifolia), an important tree in our forests and landscapes, as well 
as other beeches. It can cause mortality in saplings in as little as one year and spreads rapidly. 
In 2019 it was found in our region, Long Island and Connecticut.  

Jumping worms (Amynthas sp.) cause harm by damaging the soil in forests, turf and gardens. 
Their cocoons survive our winters and spread in soil or compost. They have been in our region 
for some time, but are under-reported.  

This series of workshops will prepare individuals such as gardeners, hikers, landscapers and 
forest managers to scout for these pests. Training will include identification, potential damage, 
methods of spread, monitoring and management of the pests and disease. Trainees will be 
asked to be “boots on the ground” to assist in the detection of the pests and to report them 
using the NYS DEC iMapInvasives mobile application.  

CCE Dutchess County will deliver the training via Zoom, 9:30 – 11:00. Click here to register for 
the series.  Questions can be addressed to Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC, jdt225@cornell.edu, 845-
677-8223 ext. 134  

This program is part of the Lower Hudson Partnership for Regional Invasive Species 
Management’s efforts to stop the spread of invasive species in the Lower Hudson Valley.  

Visit www.lhprism.org for more information on how the LHPRISM strives to address invasive 
species issues through its partnerships. Click on “Upcoming Events” or “Get Involved” to learn 
more.  

http://nyis.info/invasive_species/mugwort-draft/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2020/05/26/ground-bees-what-can-i-do/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2020/05/05/asian-giant-hornets-a-concern-for-new-york/
https://nysipm.cornell.edu/environment/pollinators/
https://www.epa.gov/coronavirus/recycling-and-sustainable-management-food-during-coronavirus-covid-19-public-health
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2020/05/11/rats-in-the-time-of-coronavirus-isolation/
https://cornell.zoom.us/meeting/register/tJUrfumhqTMsE9HBUyVkHtcgtCs00QoekDQc
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.lhprism.org/
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#FarmStandFriday 
 

#FarmStandFriday is a collaborative effort between 
CCE Dutchess, Dutchess Tourism, Inc., Dutchess 
Chamber and Think Dutchess Alliance for 
Business. This is an effort to promote our nearly 40 
farm stores and stands in the county which are 
operational. Most of them offer curbside service, 
some offer local delivery and all of us need their 
foods! 

If you are craving farm-fresh foods produced right 
here in the heart of the Hudson Valley, remember 
to support one of Dutchess County’s family-run 
farms. Plan to support local this Friday (and 
EVERY Friday).    
 
Go to CCEDutchess.org/agriculture/local-farm-
stores for details and frequent updates.  

 
ANNOUNCEMENTS 

Due to the coronavirus, the need to work remotely and to keep everyone healthy, we are not 
accepting soil samples or diagnostic samples to be brought to the office.  Soil samples can be 
sent directly to the lab. For information on how to do that, please email or call Joyce Tomaselli  
at jdt225@cornell.edu or 845-677-8223 x134. 
 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is open April to October each Wednesday from 9am 
to noon but during travel restrictions it may not be staffed. Messages can be left for Joyce 
Tomaselli at 845-677-8223 ext 134. Written questions can be submitted to our website at 
www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening. Click on Contact Us and select the topic of Gardening. 
Questions can also be emailed to Joyce Tomaselli at jdt225@cornell.edu. If a photograph is 
included, please ensure it is focused and as close up as possible.    
 
To help New York state farmers and the food systems community impacted by the COVID-19 
Corona virus, Cornell Cooperative Extension (CCE) is providing notifications and educational 
opportunities through the New York Extension Disaster Education Network (NY EDEN) website 
and other resources. Read more.  

 
 

SUBMIT UPCOMING EVENTS 
Would you like information on an upcoming gardening event to be shared in this newsletter?  
Send an email to Joyce Tomaselli jdt225@cornell.edu by the 25th of each month to be included 
in the next month’s newsletter. Please include the date, time, location, a short description, cost 
and contact information for more details.  

http://ccedutchess.org/agriculture/local-farm-stores
http://ccedutchess.org/agriculture/local-farm-stores
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
https://eden.cce.cornell.edu/
https://www.morningagclips.com/cornell-provides-covid-19-resources-and-updates/
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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MONTHLY ID QUIZ 

  
This invasive plant is a real bully. It’s earned 
the common name Mugwort. Artemesia 
vulgaris spreads by seed and by rhizome. 
Any piece of root left in the soil will happily 
sprout a new plant. Don’t let it go to seed and 
be careful pulling it. Repeated persistent 
mowing can help control it.  

This shrub is Lonicera. Some species are 
native to New York; others are invasives. Do 
you know how to tell them apart, and which 
species this is?  

 
 

Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
 
 
 
 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Joyce 
Tomaselli at jdt225@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org  

 

 
 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  
 
 

 

  

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and 
Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 

mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

