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THIS WINTER’S WEEDS 

By Joyce Tomaselli, Community Horticulture Resource Educator 
 

We certainly spent more time outside in 2020, enjoying “normal” things like gardening. And we 
had plenty of time during a warm long autumn to put our gardens to bed for the winter. But if you 
take a stroll around your gardens now, you may be surprised to see some traditional winter 
weeds - and also others - which are boldly taking advantage of the mild winter weather. Most of 
the weeds in this article were photographed in the past week.  
 
 Four types of broadleaf weeds exist: 

 Perennials, which live more than two years.  

 Biennials, which live two years. The first year they usually grow in a low rosette. The 
second year they flower, spread their seed then die. 

 Summer annuals, which germinate in the spring and die in the fall. 

 Winter annuals, which germinate in the fall and survive the winter, then bloom, spread seed 
and die in spring.  

Winter annuals are sneaky. Seeds germinate and growth quietly emerges in late autumn often 
after ornamental or vegetable gardens have been cleaned up for the winter. Plants skulk under 
leaves and nestle in a sunny corner, patio crack or 
by a nice warm rock. They grow in lawns long after 
the mower has been put away for the season. They 
wait patiently under snow drifts then bask in the sun 
and grow during thaws. Gardeners are often 
surprised how quickly these weeds can seemingly 
pop up overnight, unaware that they may have been 
growing slowly all winter long They’re usually easy 
to pull if you notice them – their roots are quite fine 
or a single taproot – but as gardeners our attention 
often is elsewhere. In early spring they bloom, 
spread their seeds for next fall and then die as the 
soil warms up. Most of them are not native. Some 
have become quite invasive.  

Hairy bitter cress last week on my patio. 
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Two of the peskiest winter weeds in my lawn and garden are hairy bitter cress (Cardamine 
hirsute) and shepherd’s purse (Capsella bursa-pastoris). They are both in the Mustard family 
(Brassicaceae).  They start their growth as low rosettes which hide quite nicely in the grass. In 
spring they produce very small white flowers on sturdy stalks. It’s easy to spot and pull them 
then, but the flowers are very short-lived. Once they set seeds they can quickly become a 

problem. Ripened pods burst 
open and shoot seed several feet 
from the mother plant, forming 
dense colonies in your garden or 
in cracks in patios or walkways.  
 
This photo from last April shows 
bitter cress on the left and 
shepherd’s purse on the right, 
named after the shape of its 
seed. The plants with their white 
flowers looked the same growing 
in the lawn but when I pulled 
them up, the leaves and seeds 
were obviously different. 
Whichever they are, they are 
easy to pull in early spring. Be 
diligent to do so before they set 
their seed.   

 
Common chickweed (Stellaria media) is also thriving this 
winter. Plants start actively growing in September and 
some are quite large now. This plant spreads by 
reseeding itself but can also spreads by rooting at the 
leaf nodes along the stems. Habitats include areas prone 
to flooding or standing water (e.g. newly melted snow) or 
with a history of disturbance. The root system is shallow 
and fibrous so it’s easy to pull when the sun has thawed 
the soil’s surface.  
 

Purple deadnettle (Lamium purpureum) and henbit (Lamium 
amplexicaule) are common winter annuals of the mint family 
(Lamiaceae). They are growing quite nicely now in my raspberry 
beds. Typical of the mint family they have square stems, paired, 
opposite and simple leaves, and two-lipped open-mouthed 
tubular flowers. Henbit has circular or rounded leaves with rounded 
teeth on the leaf margin. Deadnettle (pictured left) has triangular 
shaped leaves and less deeply lobed than henbit and at times the 
upper leaves are purple or red. Seeds germinate in fall with growth 
that stays low to the ground in late autumn then quickly gets taller in 
spring. They have pink or purple flowers. Like most mints, a single 
plant generates hundreds of seeds which stay viable for several 
years. then grow rapidly in during the cool weather of spring. 

https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/weeds/plants/hry_btcress.htm
http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/weeds/plants/shepherd_purse.htm
https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/weeds/plants/cm_chickweed.htm
https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/weeds/plants/pp_deadnettle.htm
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/henbit
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But there are also weeds growing this winter which are taking advantage of the mild weather. 
Creeping Charlie, a perennial, is thriving in my garden and lawn. Garlic mustard, a biennial, is 
growing nicely under shrubs and at the edge of the woods. Catchweed bedstraw, an annual, is 
spreading nicely in mulched areas.  
 
Creeping Charlie (Glechoma hederacea), of the mint family, is an insidious, aggressive 
perennial. Also called ground ivy, gill-on-the-ground and creeping Jenny it was introduced from 

Europe as a good groundcover for shade. 
Unfortunately, it spreads by seed and 
rhizomes/roots at each leaf node so it quickly 
moves beyond where it was planted. It likes shady 
areas, damp areas and poor soil, area where grass 
doesn’t thrive. You can improve the growing 
conditions for the grass (e.g. prune trees/shrubs) 
and hope it chokes out the weed or you can try to 
rake it out but you need to get all the pieces. After 
rainfall is a good time to do this, or on a sunny 
winter day when the surface of the soil has thawed.  

Garlic mustard (Alliaria petiolata) is a common sight 
in the spring and summer but this winter is growing 
quite nicely in sheltered areas. Seedlings start in 
early spring and form rosettes of leaves in their first 
year along with a strong fleshy root. The second 
year the plant sends up a tall flower stem of tiny 
white flowers with four petals. The plant dies after 
producing long narrow seedpods with hundreds of 
seeds which can live for years. I’m not sure if the 
plants I see growing now are have been fooled into 
thinking it’s spring and are hoping to flower or if they 
just have not yet been killed off by enough cold. 
Several sources do describe it as a semi-evergreen 
plant. In any case if you notice them wait to pull 
them until the soil is thoroughly thawed to be sure 
you get their entire root.  

 
Catchweed bedstraw (Galium apraine) also called sticky-willy 
and goose grass is a native winter annual. It is a weak-
stemmed plant which tends to sprawl along the ground or up 
amongst shrubs and grasses. The stems, leaves and seeds 
have bristles which allow it to stick or catch on anything 
moving by such as gloves and boots. The plant’s pleasant 
fragrance and non-matting characteristics earned it a role as 
a mattress filling in medieval times. If it’s growing where you 
rather it didn’t, it’s easy to follow the gangly stems back to 
their single cluster of roots and just pull.  

https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/ground-ivy
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/garlic-mustard
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/sticky-willy
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Bottom line when you clean up your garden in the fall, 
don’t leave bare soil where seeds can germinate when 
you’re not looking. Take notice of innocent looking little 
weeds and pull them out before they have a chance to 
really take root. Take advantage of sunny winter days 
when just the top of the soil is thawed to pull weeds 
which have shallow roots. And be aggressive in spring 
when soil is totally thawed to pull deeply rooted weeds 
before they go to seed. Finally, learn to recognize 
weeds of the mint and mustard families and be ruthless 
in their removal.  
 
Meanwhile enjoy these sunny crisp days and keep your eyes open for some winter weed 
surprises.   
 
 

 
SCOUT FOR SPOTTED LANTERNFLY EGGS 

By Joyce Tomaselli, Community Horticulture Resource Educator 
 
As reported last month, spotted lanternfly (SLF), Lycorma deliculata, after spreading within 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Delaware, is now found in New York. Despite concerted efforts 
by professionals to stop its spread, individual adults were discovered in New York in 2019. This 
year populations were found in Staten Island; adults and eggs have been detected in other sites 
in New York including Ithaca. Click here for a larger map.  
 
Initial findings of the pests have been in or near parking areas, probably spread by vehicles. 
SLFs walk and hop but are not very good flyers. They spread more widely by hitchhiking on 
people, cars and trucks and anything else that moves. Study this NYS IPM SLF Checklist to 

learn how to stop its spread, and share it 
widely, especially this summer.  
 
Meanwhile, if you are outside this winter in 
these areas, keep an eye out for their egg 
masses.  SLF lay their eggs anywhere on 
trees and other hard objects, especially 
rusty objects, usually in a sheltered area e.g. 
on the underside. The egg masses are 
covered with a waxy substance which 
changes color as it ages and visually blends 
into bark. Egg masses persist through the 
winter. The adults have been killed by frost.  
 
Professionals who are scouting for this pest 
report that the egg masses are hard to find. 
They have been found in the grill of a 
vehicle and under the rim of a railroad track. 

https://nysipm.cornell.edu/environment/invasive-species-exotic-pests/spotted-lanternfly/
https://nysipm.cornell.edu/sites/nysipm.cornell.edu/files/shared/documents/SLF-checklist.pdf
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They can be tucked in a crack of bark on a tree trunk or high up on smaller branches.  
Click here for examples of SLF egg masses. 
 
If you think you found any egg masses take a good photo and report it to NYS Dept. Agriculture 
and Markets, using the Spotted Lanternfly Public Report. Learn more about SLF by visiting 
CCEDC’s SLF page and NYS IPM’s SLF page. 
 
 
 

Habitat Landscaping:  
Landscape Design Choices That Support Biodiversity 

 
Thursday & Friday, January 21 & 22, 9:30 – noon Web Seminar  
Presented by Constitution Marsh Audubon Center and Sanctuary 
& Cornell Cooperative Extension of Putnam County.  
 
While the primary audience is landscape architects and garden 
designers, it is open to all who are interested in Habitat 
Landscaping. Fee $80.  
 
Learn more and register at putnam.cce.cornell.edu/events 
 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

Tuesday, January 12, 6:30 pm, East Fishkill Library online, “Deer Defense” by CCEDC 
Master Gardener Volunteer Chris Ferrero. For more information, visit https://eflibrary.org/ 

Thursday January 14, 6:00 pm, online, CCE Ontario hosts “Living with Black Bears in New 
York” by Dr. Paul D. Curtis, Professor of Wildlife Science in the Department of Natural 
Resources and the Environment at Cornell University. Learn more and register at 
CCEOntario.org/events    

Tuesday, January 19, 10:00 am Stanford Free Library online, “12 Easy Herbs” by CCEDC 
Master Gardener Volunteer Chris Ferrero. For more information, visit www.stanfordlibrary.org 
 
Tuesday, February 16, 10:00 am Stanford Free Library online, “12 Easy Herbs” by CCEDC 
Master Gardener Volunteer Chris Ferrero. For more information, visit www.stanfordlibrary.org 
 
 
 

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.  

https://spottedlanternfly.com/spot-the-egg-mass
https://survey123.arcgis.com/share/a08d60f6522043f5bd04229e00acdd63
http://ccedutchess.org/environment/invasive-nuisance-species/invasive-pests/spotted-lanternfly
https://nysipm.cornell.edu/environment/invasive-species-exotic-pests/spotted-lanternfly/
http://putnam.cce.cornell.edu/events/2021/01/21/habitat-landscaping-landscape-design-choices-that-support-biodiversity
https://eflibrary.org/
http://cceontario.org/events/2021/01/14/living-with-black-bears-in-new-york-state
http://www.stanfordlibrary.org/
http://www.stanfordlibrary.org/
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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LOWER HUDSON PRISM ECO QUEST 
 
The Lower Hudson PRISM EcoQuest is a scavenger hunt-style challenge to find and document 
an invasive plant or animal (and their native counterpart!). It asks volunteers to take and share 
photos via iNaturalist, an easy- to-use mobile app that instantly connects you to thousands of 
other citizen scientists. Each month a new challenge is announced. To learn more and get 
involved go to https://www.lhprism.org/invasives-strike-force-ecoquest-challenges. There are 
many other good resources on the website including iNaturalist and Seek tutorials  

 
 

RECENT ARTICLES OF INTEREST 
 

NYS IPM Spotted Lanternfly Found in Ithaca NY 
New York State Issues Fall update on Spotted Lanternfly   
Cornell University Removing Ash Trees, Launching Replanting Efforts  
Penn State: Bird Irruptions and Superflights 
Cornell: Role of Flies in Spreading Fire Blight 
Poughkeepsie Farm Project: New Garden Brings Produce Closer to Home 
 
 
 
 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

  
These seeds often remain on this invasive 
tree all winter. It is Ailanthus altissima, Tree 
of Heaven. 

This native plant was spotted December 28, 
near the Dutchess County Rail Trail. Do you 
know what it is?  

 
 
 
 

https://www.lhprism.org/invasives-strike-force-ecoquest-challenges
https://www.lhprism.org/resources
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2020/12/01/spotted-lanternfly-an-invasive-pest-threatening-grapes-and-other-crops-found-in-ithaca-ny/
https://agriculture.ny.gov/news/new-york-state-announces-fall-2020-update-spotted-lanternfly
https://www.morningagclips.com/cornell-removing-ash-trees-as-replanting-effort-launches/
https://extension.psu.edu/theres-a-new-bird-in-town-irruptions-and-superflights
https://www.morningagclips.com/after-100-years-plant-pathologists-revisit-fire-blight-hypothesis/
https://www.farmproject.org/blog/2020/11/9/new-garden-brings-produce-closer-to-home
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 
Due to COVID-19 our office is not open to the public. We not accepting soil or diagnostic 
samples to be brought to the office without prearrangements. Please email Samantha Vacchio 
at sv453@cornell.edu for forms and instructions.  
 
 

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

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is closed for the season. Diagnostics questions 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.    
 
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:sv453@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

