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By Deborah Cashara, Cornwall Master Gardener

Spring offers us another chance at redemption.  What are your 
“New Spring” resolutions?  We get to be new creations or at 
least our gardens can be!  We can try to save our gardens from 
our past mistakes.  We can all resolve to try to do better this 
time.  In this issue some of the master gardeners pass on their 
wisdom.  As an aggregate, we have a lot of experience.  If we do 

not know the 
answer to a 
question we 
research the 
problem.  
Gardening ends 
up being a 
wonderful blend 
of science and 
beauty.  
Gardening is 
not for the faint 

of heart!  Although the date of the start of spring is definite, the 
rest of the season is filled with anticipation and uncertainty.  
Not to mention the bustle of activity that comes 
with the warmer days.  Whether you are a seasoned 
gardener or just beginning to get your hands dirty, 
there are a few concepts that are constant while we 
face the unpredictability of Mother Nature.

We start spring by looking at winter.  Survey your 
property for winter damage.  Look for broken 
branches that need to be pruned or fences that 
need mending.  Did the deer enjoy the plant 
material that you hoped would make it through 
another season?

Now here comes the fun part.  What is on your 
wish list for your property?  This starts the creative 
process.  Concentrate on the potential purpose of 
your planting.  Do you want to make your entrance 
inviting and attractive?  Extending the living space 
to the outdoors provides possibilities for perennial 
gardens and colorful containers on the deck.  Is 
there a need for privacy or blocking an unsightly 
view?  Knowing what you want from a site is the key.

Now here comes the collision between illusions 
and reality.  I am guilty of getting caught up in the 

pretty pictures in magazines and books.  Like faces that are 
photoshopped, the pictures in books are staged to look good.  
There are limits on what we can do in a particular site.  
Resources like money and time dictate the course of action.

Now it is time to take one step to get to the goal.  There are 
many steps but we can only concentrate on so much.  So here is 

my bit of wisdom.  Do take your time and be diligent 
in trying to get the right answers to your questions.  
For example, what are the cultural requirements of 
the plant you want to have in your garden?  We 
cannot change the stripes on a zebra.  A plant that 
requires six hours of sun will not bloom in dense 
shade.  Take your vision of the landscape and break it 
down into manageable questions and do your 
homework.  It will reap tons of benefits.

Now it is time to play.  Let yourself get lost in what 
is possible.  The gardens are an expression of who 
you are.  Do not be afraid to embrace what is 
happening around your landscape.  What style do you 
want to create?  Are you formal or laid-back?  
Sometimes we want to leave things just as they are 
and do nothing.  Our gardens are like us, a work in 
progress.  What can we do about days and days of  no 
rain and when we look out at our plants they are 
dying of drought.  A healthy dose of acceptance      
goes a long way when we decide to put a plant in   
the ground.
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How to Grow and Store Dahlias
By Bob Pioselli, Chester Master Gardener

Food is made in the above ground dahlia plant and sent  
down to tubers which enlarge during the growing season.  New 
dahlias are grown from these tubers.  Next year’s dahlia plants 
are produced from a bud where the tuber was attached to the 
stem of the plant.

To propagate dahlias, dig up the tuber clumps after the first or 
second hard frost.  Cut off and discard the above ground plant, 
leaving a short piece of stem still attached to the tuber clump.  
Wash the clump to remove all dirt and stones.

Now examine the tubers carefully for a “bump” at the thin end 
of the individual tubers.  With a sharp knife, cut and save the 
good tubers.  Discard any old tubers that lack a bud as they will 
not produce a new plant.  You should end up with six or seven 
good tubers.

Wearing gloves, place tubers in a solution of fungicide for 
about half an hour.  Remove and thoroughly dry tops and 
undersides on several sheets of newspaper.

To store the dried tubers for winter, take a piece of plastic 
wrap about 16 inches long, and wrap one tuber in the short 
end.  Place the 2nd tuber next to the 1st wrapped tuber and  
roll the plastic wrap around the 1st and 2nd tuber.  Continue 
until all the tubers of that variety are wrapped.  If one tuber 
starts to rot, it can be separated from any adjoining tuber and 
discarded.

Fold the plastic wrap over the ends of the tuber packet.  Put 
the labeled packet in a cardboard box with several thicknesses 
of newspaper over and under the packets.  Seal the box, and 
place in a cold, but not freezing place like an attached garage.  
If temperatures drop way below freezing for a few days, take the 
box into the house.  A few days of warmth won’t bring tubers 
out of dormancy.  About January, check the tuber packets and 
discard any rotten or dried up tubers.

Stay Sharp
By Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener

A sharpened pruning tool makes for healthier plants and easier 
work.  A sharp blade produces a smooth wound that leaves less 
surface open to damage from diseases, insects, fungi and 
weather and promotes faster healing.
To sharpen your pruners, loppers, and shearers start by 

cleaning the blades with a stiff brush or 
scouring pad and soapy water to remove 
any rust, dried dirt, etc.  Oil or kerosene 
will clean off any sap or pitch residue.
Open the pruners wide and either 

secure their handles in a vise or hold 
them flat against a work surface with the 
blade extending off the edge.  The blade 
has a bevel on one side and that is the 
side to sharpen.  

By Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener

Although it may not yet look like spring, there are signs out 
there that foreshadow its arrival.  Not the obvious ones of 
forsythia blooming or copious pink flowers of Eastern redbud 
dotting the landscape.  No, this is a wonderful time to take a 
look at some of the more subtle signs of spring that abound in 
our March woods.

One of the most 
amazing and reliable 
early bloomers is the 
perennial herbaceous 
Eastern skunk cabbage, 
Symlocarpus foetidus.  
The first part of the plant 
to emerge is a mottled 
maroon and yellow 
specialized leaf that 
looks like a spiral, 
sculpted hood called a 
spathe.  The knob-like 
flower structure inside 
the spathe is called the 
spadix.  The spadix 
holds many whitish 
petal-less yellow flowers.  
True to its name, foetidus, these flowers smell like rotting meat 
and provide an important meal to early spring pollinators such 
as bees, flies and carrion beetles.  Watch out!  You are likely to 
find spiders waiting for their next victim inside the spathe.

The wetland plant can be easily found this year because of its 
unique ability to melt snow.  Skunk cabbage stores starches in 
its massive root system and utilizes copious amounts of oxygen 
to create a temperature inside the spathe that is reliably 20 
degrees warmer than the ambient temperature.  A mammal the 
same size as the plant needs an amount of oxygen similar to 
that metabolized by this plant.

Once the flower has bloomed and the weather is warmer, 
brilliant green leaves unfold in a spiral pattern around the 
wilted spathe.  Much like the rings in the center of a tree, the 
number of leaves of a skunk cabbage will give you an idea of its 
age.  Young plants start with few leaves and the number 
increases every year.  Scientists estimate that a 
single Eastern skunk cabbage plant can live for 
thousands of years.

Black cherry, Prunus serotina, is one of the first 
trees to break bud in March.  Unlike many trees, 
black cherries produce leaves before the flowers.  
We all know that flowers contain nectar, but some 
plants have also evolved the ability to produce 
nectar in structures other than flowers called 
extrafloral nectaries.  Depending on the species,   
the glucose content of the nectar found in flowers 
varies from 25-40%.  But the glucose content of the 
nectar produced in extrafloral nectaries is 
consistently 95% across all species that have 
evolved these structures.  In black cherry trees,  

these extrafloral nectaries can be found in two glands at the 
base of the leaf blade as well as at the tip of every serration on 
the leaf edge.

Now why would a plant put so much effort into drawing insects 
to itself without getting the benefit of pollination?  It turns out 
that early pollinators make a great pest patrol for plants.  In our 
example of black cherry trees, their most notable pest is the 
eastern tent caterpillar.  As you’ve seen, a couple of weeks after 
bud break, eastern tent caterpillars weave their webs on the 
branches of young black cherry trees and feast on the newly 
emerged leaves.  A strong eastern tent caterpillar colony can 
completely devour all the leaves on a young black cherry tree, 
killing it.  Fortunately for the black cherry, ants already have 
been drawn to the tree with the lure of the extra-sweet nectar 
and are ready to consume the eastern tent caterpillars as they 
emerge.  Extrafloral nectaries are truly one of the most 
fascinating ways plants have evolved to protect themselves.

There are a couple of other notable spring bloomers worth 
watching.  Quaking aspen, Populus tremuloides, is a native tree 
found growing throughout most of the country.  Aspens are part 
of the willow family, so it isn’t too surprising that their flower 
buds would look like pussy willow buds.  March is when you’ll 
see these fuzzy gray appendages on aspen twigs.  Aspen is a 
dioecious plant, meaning that 
male and female flowers are 
borne on different trees.  The 
male and female flowers are 
nearly indistinguishable in 
early spring, but the female 
flowers will develop into 
catkins as spring progresses.  
The brown catkins contain 
billions of small, pale green 
cottony seeds.  It takes three 
million seeds to produce a 
pound!  You can easily 
identify quaking aspens in 
winter by looking for stands of 
trees with smooth light gray 
to cream colored bark with strong horizontal black markings.  
Because these trees grow easily from root suckering, they are 
found in stands rather than as single trees.

Another tree that flowers in March is the red 
maple, Acer rubrum.  Like the quaking aspen, there 
are male and female red maple trees.  The male red 
maples produce stunning but diminutive bright red 
flowers in early spring, usually found in the upper 
portion of the tree, making it a good idea to bring 
binoculars on the walk.  The pollen from these 
flowers will fertilize the inconspicuous flowers on 
the female red maple trees, which will soon mature 
into decorative red samaras.

Put on some good boots, grab your binoculars 
and wander in the woods to see how many of these 
spring surprises you can spot!

Spring Surprises

Pick a full sun location for maximum flowers.  Around mid-May, 
dig holes about 6 inches deep, spacing 12 to 18 inches apart.  
Pound a 5 foot stake into the ground at one side of the hole.  
Place one tuber in each hole with the bud end nearest to the 
stake.  Cover with soil, but do not water tuber.  In a week or two, 
you should see a green shoot emerging from the soil.  Put a 
barrier (a section from a cardboard orange juice container works 
well) around the shoot to deter cutworms from eating the shoot.

When the plant has produced 4 sets of leaves, pinch out the 
growing tip to induce maximum branching.

On the web:  The Colorado Dahlia Society website 
(www.coloradodahlias.net) will give you places where you can 
locate particular dahlia cultivars.  You can also try Swan Island 
Dahlias (www.dahlias.com) and Connell’s Dahlias 
(www.connells-dahlias.com), both in the northwestern US.

WARNING: Dahlias can become very addictive.

Place a medium diamond file at the ‘crotch’ of the tool - its 
widest part.  Apply the file to the blade at the same angle as the 
bevel and stroke the blade from the base to the tip.  Use 
moderate pressure, keeping the same angle throughout the 
stroke.  Repeat 10 to 20 times depending on how dull a blade 

you start with.  Refine the edge with a fine 
file.  Turn the pruners over and gently run a 
fine file over the flat side to remove burrs.
Finish by wiping your blade with linseed 

oil.  Keep your pruners, loppers and clippers 
in good working order by cleaning with a soft 
cloth after every use and using a fine file for 
quick touch-ups.

When roots are divided from
the clump, each root must 
have an eye to grow.Dividing
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By Carole Liantonio, Warwick Master Gardener

Most of us think of eggs, cheese, meat, fish, and poultry as 
sources of protein.  They are, of course.  However, there are  
also many plant-based proteins which we can include in our 
gardens to help provide a well-balanced diet.  Eating a variety 
can provide the necessary amino acids required to maintain 
good health.

Grams of protein per 1 cup serving

Peanuts  38 grams

Pumpkin seeds  34 grams

Sesame seeds  26 grams

Sunflower seeds 23 grams

Soybeans  22 grams

Cannellini Beans 19 grams

Lentils   18 grams

Chickpeas (Garbanzo) 15 grams

Kidney Beans  15 grams

Fava Beans  14 grams

Amaranth  9 grams

Quinoa   8 grams

Peas   8 grams

Green Beans  2 grams

So, here are some tips, if you would like to include protein in 
your garden.  Like most garden plants, these plants prefer full 
sun and well-drained soil.

THE LEGUMES have some of the highest protein content.  
The legumes include peanuts, peas, and all the beans, including 
green beans.  All beans benefit from an inoculation with          
H. rhizobium, a bacterium that helps fix nitrogen on their roots, 
so never add nitrogen.  Soaking before sowing hastens 
germination for most beans.

Peas flourish in the coolest temperatures, and should be 
planted as soon as the soil temperature reaches 45 degrees.     
A snow cover won’t hurt the peas.  In Orange County, peas are 
usually planted end of March/ early April.  There are three types 
to choose from: sweet peas, which have an inedible pod and 
small peas; snow peas, which have flat, edible pods (Pisum 
sativum); snap peas, which have edible pods and full size peas 
(Pisum macrocarpon).  Peas grow best in a raised bed.  They 
ripen in 55 -68 days, depending on the variety.  Plant 1” deep 
and 2-4” apart.  Some do best if trellised.  Choose varieties that 
are fusarium resistant, and do not over-fertilize, or you will   
have lush plants, but fewer flowers or peas.  If you miss the 
peak picking time on some of the peas, don’t fret.  Pick them, 
shell them, and dry them.  They can be stored for use in    
winter soups.

Beans  There are two ways that beans grow:  Bush beans grow 
low to the ground and produce a big yield over the course of a 
few weeks, and Pole beans grow in a vining pattern and produce 
continuously over a longer period.  Depending on the variety 

grown, the days to maturity can vary between 50 and 90 days.  
Fresh green beans (Phaseolus vulgaris) are grown as either bush 
or pole beans.  All beans prefer a pH of 6 to 6.8.  Sow directly 
once the soil temperature is between 70 to 80 degrees.  Plant 
seeds 1” deep and 2” apart.  For continual production of bush 
beans, plant successively every few weeks.  If planting pole 
beans, construct a trellis, teepee, or single pole support prior to 
seeding to avoid injuring the immature roots later.  Make small 
hills at the base of each pole and plant 4 to 6 seeds on each 
hill.   All beans require even moisture of about 1 inch per week.  
If supplemental watering is required, water in the morning to 
prevent mildew and wilt.  It helps the plant to mulch it after the 
second set of true leaves appear.  Some varieties of the 
common bean are more useful as a dried bean.  They include 
Cannellini (white) and Kidney (red), each with 95 days till 
maturity, and Fava beans which mature in 75 days but can also 
be eaten fresh.  Soybeans are another high protein bean which 
can be eaten fresh (as edamame) or dried for later use in soups 
or casseroles.  Fresh soybeans are available 45 to 65 days after 
sowing; drying takes 100 days or more.  To dry, pick and hang 
the entire plant upside down, and shell when fully dry.  Soybean 
seeds should not be soaked before planting.

Lentils (Lens culinaris) can be grown in our NY climate.  They 
are drought tolerant.  Lentils require a pH of 6 to 8.  They are 
tolerant of spring frosts, and so, can be planted early – late 
April/ early May.  They grow in a small pod (only 1-2 seeds per 
pod), and can be eaten fresh, like snap beans, in 70-80 days.  To 
dry, they are left on the plant for 110 days, and then dried 
upside down, like soybeans.

Chickpeas (Garbanzo)  (Cicer arietinum) are botanically not a 
bean or a pea.  However, like other legumes, it is a nitrogen 
fixing plant, so adding nitrogen to the soil when planting will 
make a non-productive plant.  Chickpea is a bushy plant about 
18 inches tall that looks a little like vetch.  They have 1 inch 
swollen oblong pods, each containing one to two large cream-
colored pea-like seeds.  Because of its growing season of 100 
days, and preference for daytime temperatures between 70 and 
80 degrees and nighttime temps not below 65 degrees, 
chickpeas must be planted early and grow before our hot 
weather.  It is best to start indoors, and move outdoors as soon 
as the temperature allows.  If planting directly into the garden, 
plant seeds 2 to 3 weeks before the last frost is expected.  Like 
soybean seeds, do not soak chickpeas before planting.  Choose 
disease resistant varieties.  Chickpeas may  be eaten fresh or 
dried and stored for future use.

Grow Your Own Protein Peanuts  If you think peanuts (Arachis hypogaea) can only be 
grown in the south, think again.  Another myth debunked: 
peanuts are not nuts, but a leguminous plant related to peas 
and beans.  There are early varieties, such as ‘Early Valencias’ 
that mature in 100 days.  They may be started indoors, and 
transplanted, requiring a soil temperature of 60 to 70 degrees 
with a pH of 6.5 to 7.  Add wood ash or lime and calcium and 
gypsum to your outside soil before planting.  If you are starting 
seeds indoors from unshelled peanuts bought in the 
supermarket, be sure to leave the brown seed covering on when 
planting.  Start them on top of 4” of moist peat potting soil.  
Once sprouted, add potting soil gradually.  After 5 to 8 weeks, 
move outdoors and plant 2” deep and 8” apart in loose soil.  
When plant is 6” tall, loosen the soil again and hill it as with 
potatoes, adding 2” of straw or grass clippings at the base.  The 
plant will flower, then bend over and grow down into the earth.  
The peanuts grow under the ground while the plant continues 
to grow above the ground.  Harvest before frost, when the plant 
turns yellow.  Dig with a spading fork, shake off soil, and hang 
to dry indoors for about a month.  Each pod yields 2 to 3 
peanuts.  Peanuts can also be eaten fresh (not dried) in boiled 
and roasted peanut recipes.

SEEDS are another excellent source of protein that we can 
grow in our backyards. While you wouldn’t eat a full cup of 
seeds, sprinkling them on top of a salad or snacking on a 
smaller quantity is a delicious protein boost.  Some seed 
producers are pumpkins and other winter squashes,  
sunflowers, and sesame.

Pumpkin (or any squash) seeds  With patience, you can 
plant pumpkins (Cucurbita maxima) or other winter squash 
once the temperature is 70 degrees and the last frost has 
passed, and wait the 85 to 125 days (depending on the variety) 
for the vegetables to mature and produce high protein seeds 
for your nourishment.  Pumpkin vines spread from 20 to 30 feet 
each so you need to plant them where they have lots of room 
to grow.  Plant the seeds one inch deep in the centers of where 
they will spread.  When they sprout in 7 to 10 days, add 
compost.  Water deep, but infrequently, preferably in the 
morning, and avoid watering the leaves, since they are powdery 
mildew susceptible.  You can eat the pumpkin, or carve it, but 
remove the seeds and dry them in a low oven before storing 
them for later use.

Sunflowers   The common sunflower (Helianthus anuus) 
matures in 80 to 120 days, depending on the variety.  Besides 
being beautiful, sunflowers are not fussy about soil.  They are 
also drought resistant, once established.  Sow sunflower seeds 
about 1 inch deep and 6 inches apart when the soil 
temperature is 50 degrees.  It’s OK to plant them several weeks 
before the last spring frost.  They require full sun, but should be 
planted on the north side of your garden so they don’t block 
the sun from other plants.  Germination occurs in 7 to 10 days.  
Once seedlings are about 6 inches tall, apply 3 to 4 inches of 
mulch to conserve moisture and keep down weeds.  In order to 
harvest the seeds, the sunflower heads will need to be 
protected from birds.  When the seed heads turn yellow and 
droop and the seeds turn brown, it is time to cut the seed 
heads, and, once dry, save the seeds to eat.

Sesame  A less familiar plant in this area, but one which can 
be grown in our zone is the sesame plant (Sesamum indicum).  

Sesame can be started indoors 4 weeks before the last frost to 
allow time for its 80 to 125 days until maturity in a long hot 
summer.  Germination occurs in 1 to 2 weeks.  Transplant when 
the soil is 70 degrees.  Do not add nitrogen.  The sesame plant 
is drought tolerant, and can grow 3 to 5 feet or higher.  It 
produces white or pink flowers, from which green seed pods 
emerge.  When you open the sesame seed pods, they each 
contain 8 rows of sesame seeds, which can be dried.

GRAINS  Amaranth and quinoa are two of the oldest grains 
and the highest in protein content.  Both plants can be grown 
right here in Orange County.

Amaranth  Another plant that benefits from the jump-start of 
sowing seeds indoors 3-4 weeks before the last frost is 
amaranth.  It has a long growing season of 100 to 150 days.      
If you choose to direct sow, wait until the risk of a last frost has 
passed, broadcast the tiny seeds, and lightly cover with soil.  
Amaranth can tolerate drought conditions.  Once the seedlings 
have sprouted, thin to 18 inches apart.  They can grow 4 to 8 
feet tall, so if they are grouped, they tend to self support.  The 
early leaves of the amaranth are tasty to eat, but once they 
flower the taste is more bitter.  The flowers of the amaranth are 
stunning, often downward flowing up to a foot long.  ‘Love Lies 
Bleeding’ is a cultivar of amaranth which is often used in floral 
arrangements.  Once the flowers dry on the stalk, they should 
be cut and the edible seed is tapped from the chaff, either by a 
natural breeze or you can gently blow the chaff away.  Before 
eating the amaranth, the grain should be rinsed well to remove 
its natural saponins (soapiness).  Dry well before storing for 
later use.

Quinoa  While amaranth is a warm weather crop; quinoa 
(Chenopodium quinoa) is a cool weather crop and a hardy 
cousin of the weed lamb’s quarters.  In April or early May, 
quinoa may be planted only ¼ inch deep, in rows.  It 
germinates in cool soil, and doesn’t do well when the air 
temperature exceeds 90 degrees.  Once the plants have 
sprouted, thin to 10 inches apart.  Quinoa is not fussy about 
soil; it grows well in clay soil and good loam and can survive 
drought conditions.  It easily grows 4 to 6 feet high, but can 
grow as high as 8 feet.  Once the leaves have fallen off and the 
dried seed head is exposed, it is time to harvest the quinoa.  
Using gloves, pull up on the head, and the quinoa seeds will 
fall off.  Rinse well, and allow to dry well before storing.

Can you imagine a pantry full of dried beans, seeds, and 
grains lovingly grown in your own backyard?                         
Time to start planning!
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Edited by Carole Liantonio, Warwick Master Gardener

We asked our Master Gardeners what they would do differently in 
their gardens, and what tips and suggestions they would like to share.  
Here are some of their varied answers.

Bonnie Morgan, Shohola Master Gardener: What I would do 
differently this coming season is more of all the good things we love to 
eat.  Make a list of what you plan on growing this coming season.  Now 
take that list and a piece of paper, mark out where you are planning to 
plant all your goodies.  Next, look at your beds and write down your 
expected planting date and the date when you should harvest.  If that 
bed has more growing time in the season, it will be a great spot to 
plant again.  Vegetables to succession plant are beans, beets, carrots, 
cucumbers, peas, radishes, lettuce, squash, and spinach.  So do a little 
planning and reap a bushel more.

Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener: It’s difficult to space 
tiny seeds, such as carrots, turnips, arugula etc. in the garden.  Over 
seeding and the tedious labor of hand thinning often leads to poor 
results.  The best way to solve this problem is to make homemade 
seed tape.  Here’s how to do it:

First, unroll a strip of toilet paper or paper towel on a table.  Mist it 
with a sprayer, and place the seeds along the center of the strip.  Be 
sure to space the seeds based on the seed packet’s recommendation.

Then, starting along the strip’s long edge, fold a third of the paper 
over the seeds, then fold the other third over to cover the seeds 
completely.  Lightly tamp the paper, misting it again to secure the 
seeds.  Make as many of these strips as you need.  Then carefully carry 
them to the garden.

Finally, make shallow furrows in the prepared soil, lay the strips 
down, and cover them.  In a jiffy, your small seeds will be planted and 
perfectly spaced.

Pat Christodoulou, Walden Master Gardener: My advice to first-
time gardeners is: Plant only what you eat.  In the beginning, too much 
enthusiasm can lead to purchasing too many seeds, and trying to grow 
and keep track of too many different vegetables.  We have great 
Farmer’s Markets here in Orange County, so consider letting the 
Farmers, who have acres of land, plant the crops that require large 
amounts of space, such as squash and pumpkins.  Also, when 
choosing vegetables to plant, try to select disease-resistant varieties.

Marjorie Fox, Middletown Master Gardener: One thing I’ve 
learned from a very bad experience:  Use only STRAW, not hay, as a 
mulch.  Hay is filled with seeds of all sorts, and you may think you are 
laying it down to suppress weeds, but you are actually providing a 
lovely, inviting environment for germinating and growing all kinds of 
weeds.  So remember, a bale of STRAW!

Another tip: stop trying to fight the deer.  Use real deer resistant 
plants in your landscape.  Daffodils, especially naturalized in groups in 
the spring, will never be touched by the deer.  Learn to utilize different 
colored grasses and shrubs that are deer resistant.  Decorative flowers 
are lovely, but if you are just feeding the deer with them, why not try 
another way to add color?

Dhanu Sannesy, Goshen Master Gardener: Two mistakes to avoid 
when planting trees:  (1) Do not plant them too close together.  Know 
how wide they will be when fully mature, and allow that amount of 
space even when they are young.  (2) Do not pile mulch up in a heap 
around the base of a tree.  You may think this looks neat, but it can 
cause diseases, and insects and critters, such as voles, can nest there 
and nibble on the tree roots and bark.

Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener: One plant my vegetable 
garden will never be without is the native Virginia creeper which grows 
along the northern fence of my garden.  Originally, I used it to screen a 
neighbor’s yard, but was delighted to see a plague of Japanese beetles 
feasting on the vine and completely ignoring my vegetables.  That 
pattern has continued for the last few years and I’m pleased to say my 
garden hasn’t sustained any significant damage from Japanese beetles.

Jim Scharfenberger, Warwick Master Gardener: One way to know 
when to move your potted fig trees into shelter in the fall is to observe 
your potted geranium.  If the geranium is still green, the fig trees can 
remain outdoors.  The geranium can withstand short bursts of 20 
degree temperatures; so can your fig trees.  When temperatures 
approach the teens, it’s time, even for cold hardy fig varieties, such as 
‘Chicago Hardy’ to be protected.

Susan Armistead, Blooming Grove Master Gardener: Wild 
Columbine (Aquilegia canadensis) is so pretty in my partly shaded rock 
garden.  A small patch of this deer friendly perennial appeared a few 
years ago, growing right out of a rock wall.  In my desire to have more 
of these deer resistant, native plants, I waited for its seed pods to form.  
When the pods dried and the tips opened, I simply collected the tiny 
black seeds.  You can tell the seeds are ripe when they shake loosely in 
the dried pod.  I scattered the seeds onto the mulch where I wanted 
more plants to appear and then “fluffed” the mulch, allowing the seeds 
to penetrate a bit.  After they had over-wintered in the mulch, I was 
delighted to find young plants sprouting the following spring.  New 
plants will produce blooms the second season, only greenery the     
first year.

Carole Liantonio, Warwick Master Gardener: Some plants will 
take over the garden of a new or unsuspecting gardener.  Be careful 
with Zebra grass (Miscanthus sinensis), Lily of the valley (Convallaria 
majalis), Evening primrose (Oenothera) and Mint (Mentha).They all 
spread very aggressively!  You have been warned!

Master Gardeners Share

Reviewed by Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardner

Have you ever looked through a seed catalog and been 
overwhelmed with the sheer number of varieties available?  
Have you been confused about which would be the best to 
grow?  Jo Robinson takes you behind the scenes of plant 
breeding to understand how bitter plants like wild lettuce have 
become mild tasting, innocuous cultivars like iceberg lettuce.  
Surprisingly, this breeding hasn’t just taken place in the last 
hundred years, but started as soon as people began cultivating 
plants thousands of years ago.

Did you know that blueberries are healthier for us after they 
have been frozen rather than when they are fresh?  Or that loose 
leaf lettuces have more antioxidants than head lettuces?  Or 
that eating an unpeeled apple gives you 50 percent more 

phytonutrients than eating a peeled apple?  This book is chock 
full of useful tidbits of information like that.

There is also a wealth of useful information about storing and 
preparing fruits and vegetables to get the most nutritional bang 
for your buck.  Ms. Robinson details the benefits of using 
microperforated bags for certain vegetables (and explains how 
to make them).  She also provides hints for mitigating the bitter 
taste of some of the most nutritious vegetables, such as serving 
them with avocado, honey mustard or fruit.

Ms. Robinson is an investigative journalist and best-selling 
author whose passion is to teach people how make the most of 
the food available to us today.  Use the information she 
provides to plant one of your healthiest gardens yet.

By Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener

Boxelder bugs (Boisea trivittata) are true bugs, meaning 
they have piercing mouthparts and membranous wings.  
The bugs are so named for two reasons:  1) they lay their 
eggs on female seed-bearing boxelder trees (Acer 
negundo) and 2) because their primary food is maple seed.

These harmless ½” long insects feed on low vegetation in 
the spring and later on maple and sometimes ash trees.  
Their feeding produces no perceptible damage to the trees.   
The nymphs are bright red and feed on both the foliage and 
seeds of boxelder trees.  Depending on the weather, there may 
be one or two generations in a summer.

As the weather begins to cool, adult boxelder bugs begin to 

look for places to overwinter.  They can fly up 
to 2 miles away from their summer homes, 
searching for warm, south-facing structures, 
often finding cracks in siding or trim.  Boxelder 
bugs will overwinter within the walls or attic of 
a home, yet cause no damage.  The bugs are 
generally inactive in winter, but can become 
active with milder, sunny days, and emerge 
within a house.  They try to find ways to move 

outside, becoming more of a nuisance than a pest.

The best form of control is to repair any damaged screens or 
vents in August.  Also be sure to seal around penetrations like 
utility wires and dryer vents.  The bugs will be most abundant 
after a hot dry summer followed by a warm spring.

Eating on thE Wild SidE, thE MiSSing link to optiMuM hEalth
 by Jo RobinSon

BOOK 
REVIEW

PESTWATCH boxEldER bugS ( Boisea trivittata)

PLANT OF
THE MONTH aStilbE

By Deborah Cashara, Cornwall Master Gardener

If the following words, shade, partial shade, and moist 
describe a site in your garden then Astilbe can be a choice for 
your landscape.  Cultivars of Astilbe offer bright flowers, 
interesting foliage, and reliable performance in moist and 
shady locations.  Yes, I said bright for a shady place.

The panicles of flowers come in shades of red, white, pink, and 
violet.  The plumelike flowers bloom from the bottom up which 
results in contrasting shades.  The dry flowerheads fade to 
decorative shades of brown in autumn, providing continued 
landscape interest throughout the winter.  The handsome 
foliage is finely textured and resemble the leaves of roses.  
Most of the leaves are green but ‘Chocolate Shogun’ offers 
chocolate-maroon colored leaves.

Astilbe do not tolerate drought.  Moist soil is a must.  If the 
leaves start to dry on the edges that is a sure sign the roots 
need to be watered.  Astilbe prefer fertile soil and will not 
thrive in alkaline or clay soils that dry out in summer.

Most varieties will suffer in full sun.  Try a location with 
dappled shade or morning sun.  Too much shade will diminish 

bloom performance.  If you want to plant in full sun try             
A.chinensis hybrids.  The full sun site must be moist.

Astilbe range in size from dwarf varieties to statuesque 
beauties that are 4 feet tall. Most grow in zones 4 to 8. 
‘Visions’ is a variety that has a sweet fragrance.
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CALL OR EMAIL uS WITH yOuR gARdENINg quESTIONS.
E-mail: mghelpline@cornell.edu Phone: 845-343-0664 

April – November: Mon., Wed., Fri., 9:30 am - 12:30 pm. All other times, please leave a message.

Gardener’s CheCklist

Garden helpline

What’s happeninG

•	 Depending on snow, begin garden cleanup of beds 
containing early bloomers and spring blooming bulbs.

•	 Prune dead and damaged branches.  Finish pruning fruit 
trees.  Prune non-spring blooming trees and shrubs.

•	 Empty bird boxes to remove mouse nests.  Bluebirds 
won’t nest in dirty houses.  Keep filling bird feeders as 
the migration season is in full swing.

•	 When the soil is workable begin cultivating your 
vegetable garden focusing on where cool weather plants 
will go. When possible, plant peas and spinach.

•	 Dig perennial weeds as soon as they appear.

•	 Cut back perennial grasses to four or five inches.  Cut 
back perennials you left standing for winter interest.

•	 Check perennials for frost heaves and gently push back 
into the ground.

•	 Houseplants have started growing again.  Check them 
for pests and treat as appropriate.  Increase watering, 
prune severely, and repot as needed.  Resume fertilizing.

•	 Avoid the temptation to plant warm weather plants such 
as tomatoes or peppers before the end of the month or 
early April.

•	 Late in the month remove winter protection if the 
weather permits.

•	 Towards the end of the month start summer blooming 
bulbs such as cannas and tuberous begonias in pots 
indoors.

Thurs., Mar. 16 Plant Dye: Shibori Folding  10:00am – 1:00pm at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  
Cost is $20 per person. Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863@cornell.edu to register.

Sat., Mar. 18 Making Homemade Soup  9:00am – 1:00pm at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  
Cost is $30 per person. Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863@cornell.edu  to register.

Thurs., Mar. 23 Growing Orchids  6:30pm – 8:30pm at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  Cost is
 $10 per person/$8 for Gardening in Orange County subscribers. Call 845-344-1234 or email   

jd863@cornell.edu to register.

Thurs., Mar 30 Vegetable Gardening & Growing Tomatoes Successfully  9:00am – 12:00pm at Cornell 
Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  Cost is $10 per person/$8 for Gardening in 
Orange County subscribers. Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863@cornell.edu  to register.

Thurs., April 13 Herb Gardening  7:00pm – 8:00pm at Greenwood Lake Library.  Call 845-477-8377.

Tues., April 18 Drying and Storing Herbs  7:00pm – 8:00pm at Greenwood Lake Library.  Call 845-477-8377.

Thurs., April 27 Cooking with Herbs  7:00 – 8:00 at Greenwood Lake Library.  Call 845-477-8377.

Thurs., April 27 How to Start a Vegetable Garden  6:3pm – 7:30pm at Goshen Library. Call 845-294-6606.

Thurs., May 25 Flowering Annuals  6:30pm – 7:30pm at Goshen Library.  Call 845-294-6606.

Subscribe  
to Gardening In  

Orange County Today!
Ten issues of this award-winning newsletter written 

specifically for Orange County costs only $20!  
Subscribe Online at cceorangecounty.org 

or call 845-344-1234 to start your 
subscription today!


