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By Doug Milne, Middletown Master Gardener

It is easy to understand why seed libraries have 
developed around the world in recent years.  Seed 
libraries help to promote plant diversity which is being 
lost in large numbers.

Agriculture began about 12,000 years ago when early 
farmers gathered seeds from wild plants and sowed them 
to grow food.  Since then, thousands of genetically 
distinct varieties of major food groups have developed 
and improved.  In 1980 the United States Supreme Court 
ruled that a life form could be patented.  Since then, a 
group of agrichemical corporations have shifted from 
open pollinated (heirloom) seeds to patented hybridized 
(commercial hybridization has been around since before 
WWII.  It is not technology like genetically modified seed) 
and genetically engineered seed varieties.  These 
companies now control over two thirds of the global seed 
market.  Today it is estimated that 75 percent of the 
genetic diversity of agricultural crops has been lost.

Crop diversity is vital to food 
security and sustainable 
agriculture. Without this diversity 
the options for sustainability and 
agricultural self-reliance 
becomes impossible. USDA for a 
long time, even before GM crops, 
has been part of an international 
seed banking system which 
retains thousands if not millions 
of varieties.  Many varieties that 
are no longer in use are in a 
bank for research as well as 
diversity protection.  The banks 
occasionally plant them to 
maintain seed viability and are 
careful to retain the genetic uniqueness of each variety. 
https://www.ars.usda.gov/plains-area/fort-collins-co/
center-for-agricultural-resources-research/plant-and-
animal-genetic-resources-preservation/docs/seed/. They 
also do it for animals and microbes.  Unfortunately, 
regular budget cuts always risk that these will be 
eliminated or shut-down, truly risking our access to that 
which has come before. http://blogs.worldwatch.org/five-
global-seed-banks-that-are-protecting-biodiversity/.

The seed library movement has grown out of this 
environment.  Though not altogether new, this private 
grassroots seed sharing model has been sweeping the 
country in recent years. Many seed libraries operate out 
of public libraries—an exciting trend that is helping 
reinvigorate these public spaces and spread seed 
knowledge in our communities. There are over 460 seed 
libraries in 46 states and 15 countries.  Seed libraries are 
often operated in public libraries and community centers.  
Most have a two-fold mission.  One focus is to encourage 
community members to grow some of their own food.  
The second focus is to preserve genetic diversity, create 
local varieties and respond to climate change and the 
loss of seed integrity.

Just as traditional libraries enrich a community by 
providing knowledge and sharing books, seed libraries 
enrich the community by sharing seeds, information and 
preservation. In addition to resource materials many 
public libraries also offer gardening and seed classes.  
Most seed libraries operate the same way.  You check out 

a packet of seeds, plant them, 
let some of the plants reach 
maturity and harvest the seeds.  
The newly harvested seeds are 
then returned to the library for 
someone else to check out.

Ken Greene started the first 
seed library in a public library 
in the country.  Ken was 
working at the Gardiner, New 
York Library when he learned 
of the plight of heirloom seeds 
and he decided to incorporate 
the public library in his quest 
to save seeds.  The Hudson 

Valley Seed Library grew from there and now their seeds 
are offered by catalog, stores and online.  Ken’s mantra is 
that seed is created to renew, to multiply, to be shared 
and to spread.  Seed is life itself.

Seed libraries are doing a vital job in reclaiming the 
seed diversity that our planet needs to survive.  Join 
the revolution!
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This month’s editors are Les Ferguson, Warwick Master Gardener, and Deborah Cashara, Cornwall Master Gardener

The Anatomy of a Seed
By Deborah Cashara, Cornwall Master Gardener

Nature amazes me.  Truly, as I write this article the reality 
that a tiny speck of a seed contains everything it needs to grow 
into a plant.  Seeds are a plant’s essential agent of reproduction.  
Each seed contains the embryo of a new plant and is genetically 
programmed to start into growth only when conditions are 
absolutely right.

Plants can be divided between 
vascular and non-vascular plants.  
Vascular plants have conductive tissue 
for the circulation of water and 
nutrients.  Vascular plants that bear 
seeds can be divided into two 
categories.

Gymnosperms bear naked seeds in 
cones.  Generally evergreen trees and 
shrubs are gymnosperms.  The woody 
scales of a cone open to release the seeds.

By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener

Pollinators are recognized as critical to the Nation’s 
economy, food security, and environmental health.  Honey bee 
pollination alone adds more than $15 billion in value to 
agricultural crops each year, and helps ensure that our diets 
include ample fruits, nuts, and vegetables.  This tremendously 
valuable service is provided to society by honey bees, native 
bees and other insect pollinators, birds, and bats.

But pollinators are struggling.  Last year, beekeepers 
reported losing about 40% of honey bee colonies, threatening 
the viability of their livelihoods and the essential pollination 
services their bees provide to agriculture.  Monarch butterflies, 
too, are in jeopardy.  The number of overwintering Monarchs in 
Mexico’s forests has declined by 90% or more over the past two 
decades, placing the iconic annual North American Monarch 
migration at risk. 

Increasing the quantity and quality of habitat for pollinators 
was a major part of The President’s National Pollinator 
Initiative-with actions ranging from the construction of 
pollinator gardens at Federal buildings to the restoration of 
millions of acres of Federally managed lands and similar actions 
on private lands.  To support these habitat-focused efforts, 
USDA and the Department of Interior issued a set of Pollinator-
Friendly Best Management Practices for Federal Lands, 
providing practical guidance for planners and managers with 
land stewardship responsibilities.

In 2015, fourteen federal agencies were specifically directed 
by President Obama to assist in developing an interagency 
strategy to promote pollinator health and programs for 
pollinator conservation.  This Federal effort committed to 
sustaining the future of pollinators through research, policy, 
education and action.  Under the leadership of the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA), the Task Force released its strategy, with 
three overarching goals:

•	 Reducing	honey	bee	colony	losses	to	economically	
sustainable levels;

•	 Increasing	monarch	butterfly	numbers	to	protect	the	annual	
migration;

•	 Restoring	or	enhancing	millions	of	acres	of	land	for	
pollinators through combined public and private action.

The President emphasized the need for an “all hands on 
deck” approach to promoting pollinator health, including 
engagement of citizens and communities and the forging of 
public-private partnerships.  To foster collaboration, the 
interagency Pollinator Health Task Force worked toward 

developing a Partnership Action Plan that guided coordination 
with the many state, local, industry, and citizen groups with 
interests in and capacities to help tackle the challenge facing 
pollinators.  The following represents some of the specific 
strategic goals assigned to task force agencies:

a) The Departments of Agriculture and the Interior shall 
develop best management practices for executive 
departments and agencies to enhance pollinator habitat on 
Federal lands.

b) The Departments of Agriculture and the Interior shall 
establish a reserve of native seed mixes, including 
pollinator-friendly plants, for use on post-fire rehabilitation 
projects and other restoration activities.

c) The Department of Transportation shall evaluate its current 
guidance for grantees and informational resources to 
identify opportunities to increase pollinator habitat along 
roadways and implement improvements, as appropriate.

d) The Department of Defense shall support habitat 
restoration projects for pollinators, and shall direct military 
service installations to use, when possible, pollinator-
friendly native landscaping and minimize use of pesticides 
harmful to pollinators 
through integrated 
vegetation and pest 
management practices.

e) The Environmental 
Protection Agency shall 
assess the effect of 
pesticides, including 
neonicotinoids, on bee 
and other pollinator 
health and take action, 
as appropriate, to 
protect pollinators; 
engage State and tribal 
environmental, 
agricultural, and 
wildlife agencies in the 
development of State and tribal pollinator protection plans; 
encourage the incorporation of pollinator protection and 
habitat planting activities into green infrastructure and 
Superfund projects; and expedite review of registration 
applications for new products targeting pests harmful to 
pollinators.

In furtherance of this National initiative the W. Atlee Burpee 
Company donated one million Bee and Butterfly Garden flower 
seed packets to the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and 
the Department of Interior (DOI) to help combat rapidly 
dwindling populations of honey bees and other pollinators. The 
seed packets were specifically designed to foster bee-friendly 
gardens and habitats in home and school gardens across the 
country.  Burpee horticulturalists worked in collaboration with 
the National Park Service to create a user-friendly seed packet 
featuring 21 flower varieties of both perennials and annuals that 
are deer resistant and bloom early and late in the season to 
extend available nectar for bees, butterflies, moths and birds.  
All one million packets have been distributed.

The White House Developed Plan Bee

Angiosperms produce covered seeds.  Flowering plants are 
angiosperms and there are more than 250,000 species.  Fruits are 
formed from the ovaries of flowering plants.  The fruit protects 
the seed.  Think of the seeds that are in apples.  The seed in a 
peach is called a stone.  Now think about the hundreds of tiny 
seeds that are in a pod of a flower.  Who can stop the delight that 
a child gets from blowing the seeds of a dandelion.

The inside of the seed is called an embryo.  
The epicotyl is a tiny shoot from which the 
entire plant shoot system develops.  The 
growing tip of the epicotyl is the plumule.  
The hypocotyl is the transition zone between 
the rudimentary root and shoot; the radical is 
a smaller embryonic root.  Cotyledons are 
specialized seed leaves which develop from 
the plumule.  The seed can have one or two 
leaves.  Monocot means one cotyledon while 
dicot means two cotyledons.

Look in wonder the next time you sow seeds.

Building a Cold Frame
By Les Ferguson, Warwick Master Gardener

Here in the Hudson Valley we gardeners get impatient 
waiting for warm enough temperatures to start our gardens.  
One way to get a jump on the season is to build a simple cold 
frame for planting hardy plants and veggies such as lettuce, 
spinach, radishes and green onions.

First choose a cover.  You will build the frame to match 
those dimensions. A pair of old window sashes are ideal.  You 
can also make a cover out of clear acrylic or fiberglass sheets 
sandwiched between narrow strips of wood or polyethylene 
sheeting stapled to a wooden frame (inexpensive, but not very 
durable).  Don’t make the cover too heavy or it will be hard to 
lift.  Keep the width to about 2-1/2 to 3 feet so that it will be 
easier to reach the plants inside the frame. A length of 4 feet or 
more will give you the space needed to grow plenty of plants.

For longevity, build the frame from rot-resistant lumber, such 
as cedar. Avoid treated lumber.  Make sure the frame slopes 
downward from about 1-1/2 feet high at the back to a foot high at 
the front.  The slope helps retain heat and allows rainwater to 
run	off.		Reinforce	the	corners	of	the	box	with	vertical	posts	or	
metal brackets.  The cover is attached with galvanized steel 
hinges.		Reduce	heat	loss	by	attaching	weather	stripping	around	
the top edges of the box.

Your cold frame can easily overheat on sunny days, so 
ventilation is important.  Use a piece of lumber to prop open the 
cover when the temperature inside reaches 70 degrees to 75 
degrees (keep a thermometer in the box).  Close the cover in late 
afternoon to trap heat.  On very cold nights, drape the frame with 
an old blanket or piece of carpet to provide extra insulation.

There are lots of resources online and in your local library 
with detailed plans and instructions for building a cold frame.  
How-to videos abound on Youtube, taking you step-by step 
through the process.
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By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener

Recent	research	has	estimated	that	animal	pollination	is	
necessary for the reproduction of 90% of the flowering plants 
and approximately 33% of the foods we eat.  Abundant and 
healthy populations of pollinators can improve fruit set, and 
quality, and increase fruit size.  In farming situations this 
increases production per acre.  In the wild, biodiversity 
increases and wildlife food sources increase.

In our geographic area alfalfa, clover, apples, blueberries, 
cranberries, cherries, cucumbers, pears, pumpkins, soybeans, 
squash, tomatoes, and watermelons are some of the crops 
raised that rely on honey bees and native bees for pollination.  
Domestic honey bees pollinate approximately $500 million 
worth of crops in New York State each year.

In addition to aiding flowers and crops, pollinator activity 
contributes to the health of our 
environment.  Flowering plants produce 
breathable oxygen by utilizing the 
carbon dioxide produced by plants and 
animals as they respire.  Levels of 
carbon dioxide in the atmosphere have 
been rapidly increasing in the last 
century, however, due to increased 
burning of fossil fuels and destruction of 
vital forests.  Pollinators are key to 
reproduction of wild plants in our global 
landscape.  Without them, existing 
populations of plants would decline, 
even if soil, air, nutrients, and other life-
sustaining elements were available.

Flowering plants help to purify water 
and prevent erosion through roots that 
holds the soil in place, and foliage that 
buffers the impact of rain as it falls to 
the earth.  The water cycle depends on plants to return moisture 
to the atmosphere, and plants depend on pollinators to help 
them reproduce.

But, many pollinators are in serious decline in the United 
States and worldwide.  They are threatened by habitat loss, 
disease and excessive and inappropriate use of pesticides.  
Bees and other pollinators depend on flowers for food–nectar 
provides carbohydrates, while pollen is their source of protein.  
Flowerless landscapes like mowed lawns with strict weed 
control, heavily paved areas of cities and fields with no plant 
diversity contain little food for bees which leads to poor 
nutrition and compromised immune systems.  Nutritionally 
weakened bees are more susceptible to disease and pesticides.  
As a home gardener, you can increase the number of pollinators 
in your area by making choices to include plants that provide 
essential habitat for bees, butterflies, moths, beetles, 
hummingbirds, and other pollinators.

But gardens which attract and support pollinators are not 
solely about which variety of tree, shrub or flower you plant.  
A successful habitat incorporates other elements which provide 

shelter and an environment for reproduction.  These elements 
vary depending upon which pollinator you are attempting to 
attract.  Here are some general principles relevant to all types 
of pollinator gardens:

Use a wide variety of plants that bloom from early spring 
into late fall.

Help pollinators find and use them by planting in groups, 
rather than single plants.  Include plants native to your region.  
Natives are adapted to your local climate, soil and native 
pollinators.  Do not forget that night-blooming flowers will 
support moths.

Avoid modern hybrid flowers, especially those with 
“doubled” flowers.  Often plant breeders have unwittingly left 
the pollen, nectar, and fragrance out of these blossoms while 
creating the “perfect” blooms for us.

Many herbs and annuals, 
although not native, are very 
good for pollinators.  Mint, 
oregano, garlic, chives, parsley 
and lavender are just a few herbs 
that can be planted.  Zinnias, 
cosmos, and single sunflowers 
support bees and butterflies.

Pollinators need protection 
from severe weather and from 
predators as well as sites for 
nesting and roosting.  
Incorporate different canopy 
layers in the landscape by 
planting trees, shrubs, and 
different-sized perennial plants.

Leave some areas of soil 
uncovered to provide ground nesting insects easy access 
to underground tunnels.  The use of landscape fabric or 
heavy mulch will inhibit ground nesters so apply it judiciously 
and preserve at least some areas of bare ground that faces 
the south.

Leave dead trees, or at least an occasional dead limb to 
provide essential nesting sites for native bees.  Make small 
piles of branches to which chrysalis or cocoons can be attached.  
Provide hollow twigs, rotten logs with wood-boring beetle holes 
and bunchgrasses and leave stumps, old rodent burrows, and 
fallen plant material for nesting bees.  If a brush pile sounds 
messy, be creative.  Create a decorative wattle fence of twigs, a 
rustic arbor or bench made of natural, untreated wood.

A clean, reliable source of water is essential to pollinators.  
Natural or man-made water features such as running water, 
pools, ponds, and small containers of water provide drinking 
and bathing opportunities for pollinators.  Ensure that water 
sources have a shallow or sloping side so the pollinators can 
easily approach the water without drowning.  Water sources on 
adjacent properties should be considered as available to 
pollinators in your garden.

Creating a Garden for Pollinators

Eliminate pesticides whenever possible.  Incorporate 
integrated pest management concepts. If you must use a 
pesticide, use the least-toxic, don’t spray the flowers and 
apply at times when pollinators are not active-early morning 
or late evening.

Some pollinators also require very specific habitat features.  
Consider incorporating these elements into your garden to 
assist in the proliferation of our most effective pollinators.

Bees are the predominant pollinator in our region.  They are 
attracted to flowers full of nectar, with brightly colored petals 
that are usually blue, bright white or yellow or a mixture of 
these colors.  Bees cannot see red.  Plants should have a sweet 
aroma or a minty fragrance, open in daytime and provide a 
landing platform.  Flowers are often tubular with nectar at the 
base of the tube.  Some natives to consider are Aguilegia 
canandensis, Coreopsis lanceolata, Helianthus spp., Viola 
pedata and Lupinus perennis.  

Bee nesting habitats vary greatly. Most bees excavate their 
nest tunnels in sunny patches of bare ground, while others seek 
out abandoned beetle burrows in dead tree trunks or branches.  
Mason bees construct nests from mud.  Leafcutter bees use 
a “wrapper” of leaves, resin and sand. Carder bees harvest 
plant fibers.

Butterflies are less effective pollinators than bees.  They do 
not pick up much pollen on their bodies and lack specialized 
structures for collecting it.

Female butterflies will only lay eggs on specific larval host 
plants.  Monarchs require milkweed, Swallowtails select 
spicebush or tulip trees, among others.  The caterpillars will eat 
the leaves of the plants so place them strategically where 
unsightly leaf damage can be tolerated.  Accept that some host 
plants are less than ornamental if not outright weeds.

Butterflies favor platform-shaped sunflowers and asters, but 
will feed on a diversity of nectar-rich flowers from violets to 
serviceberry shrubs.  They prefer red, purple, orange or yellow 
flowers with sweet scents, and unlike bees can see red.  A few of 
the many perennials that attract butterflies include Asclepsias 
spp., Echinacea purpura, Monarda spp., and Phlox spp.

Butterflies love warm, sunny, and windless weather, needing 
sun for orientation and to warm their wings for flight. Place flat 
stones in your garden to provide space for butterflies to rest 
and bask in the sun.

To meet their nutritional needs, butterflies need resources 
other than nectar.  They obtain minerals from moist animal 
droppings, urine, mud puddles and rotting fruits.  Try putting 
out slices of overripe bananas, oranges and other fruits, or a 
dish of lightly salted water.  Sea salt provides a broader range of 
micronutrients than regular table salt.

Flies are extremely effective pollinators, second only to bees.  
While often considered an annoying pest, flies are significant 
contributors to crop pollination.  Flies are generalist 
pollinators, visiting many species of plants primarily pollinating 
small flowers that bloom in the shade in moist areas.  
Attracting flies to your garden may not be your highest priority 
but remember that there would be no chocolate without the 
work of flies.  The cacao flower, while only about the diameter of 
a nickel, is complex in design necessitating a special kind of 
animal	to	pollinate	it.		Recent	studies	indicate	that	midges,	tiny	
flies that inhabit the damp, shady rain forest where cacao trees 
grow are the only animals that can work their way through the 
complex cacao flower and pollinate it.

Hummingbirds are the primary birds which play a role in 
pollination. Their long beaks and tongues draw nectar from 
tubular flowers.  Pollen is carried on both the beaks and 
feathers.  Brightly colored tubular flowers will attract 
hummingbirds to your garden-Lonicera sempervirens, Liatris 
spicata and Lobelia cardinalis are good choices.

Although hummingbirds are quite small, they eat frequently 
to meet their nutritional needs.  In order to power hearts that 
pump 1,200 times per minute and wings that beat seventy 
times each second, they must eat several times their weight in 
nectar each day.  For protein, they supplement their sugary diet 
with small insects.

Add to nectar resources by providing a hummingbird feeder.  
To make artificial nectar, use four parts water to one part table 
sugar.  Never use artificial sweeteners, honey, or fruit juices.  
Place something red on the feeder.

Other pollinators such as moths, beetles, ants, wasps do 
their work in gardens with a diversity of flowering species with 
abundant pollen and nectar without specific habitat 
requirements.

For more information on this important and interesting 
topic plan on attending CCE’s Pollinator Garden program on 
April 20th, from 9:00 a.m. to noon.
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By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener

Never heard of it?  Until recently, neither had I.  It piqued my 
interest – so here is what it’s all about.

Soil blocking is a sustainable way to start seedlings.  This 
method is currently used in large scale horticulture in Europe 
and is rapidly gaining interest elsewhere.  The origins of this 
practice can be traced back to the ancient Aztecs some 2000 
years ago.  Applicable to both home and commercial gardeners, 
soil blocking is gaining in popularity.

What are soil blocks?

Not too much mystery here, the name pretty much provides 
an accurate description of its form and function –a block made 
out of lightly compressed soil.  It serves as both container and 
the growing medium for a seedling.  Seeds are sown directly 
into an indentation made in the top of the block.  As the 
seedling grows, its roots reinforce the block and undergo 
natural air pruning once they reach the edge of the block. 
This means that they stop growing rather than 
winding themselves around the pot seeking 
nutrients.  More oxygen is distributed to the 
roots since the growing medium is not 
contained.  This method encourages 
ranching of roots and subsequently healthy 
seedlings. A word of caution, don’t wait too 
long to transplant as roots can grow into 
adjacent blocks.

What are the advantages of soil blocking?

It is an efficient, easy and cost effective way 
of growing strong, healthy seedlings.  The need 
for any type of pot is eliminated and the 
method is compatible with organic gardening.  
Soil blocks can be used for establishing 
seedlings, a deeper center hole can be used for 
root cuttings or larger blocks can be used for 
transplants of smaller blocks.

Transplants establish themselves more 
quickly once moved to the garden.  Since there 
is less disruption to the roots, the seedlings are less prone to 
transplant shock.  It is much gentler as there is no untangling of 
roots or pulling plants out of their containers.  In theory, plants 
will mature faster.

There’s nothing to clean, nothing to throw away.

Once you get the hang of making blocks, you can make a lot 
of blocks very quickly. 

Soil Blocking Recipes and Method

There are many different recipes available.  As a minimum, 
the recipe must contain 1 part pre-soaked coconut coir (a 
sustainable substitute for peat).  This is an essential ingredient 
for holding water, maintaining the structure of the block and 
allowing spaces for air, 4 parts screened compost for nutrition, 
and water.  A variety of other optional ingredients such as sand, 
colloidal phosphate, perlite, blood meal, vermiculite, lime, and 
worm castings are commonly included in the recipes.  If you 

prefer, commercially prepared mixtures are also available.  Mix 
all dry ingredients together and add enough water so that when 
the mixture is squeezed water droplets form.  The amount of 
water required will vary based upon the ingredients selected.

Forming the Blocks

Soil blocks can be as simple or fancy as you choose.  If you 
only wish to start a few seedlings you can form soil blocks with 

your hands.  A second low-cost option is to 
use salvaged materials and make your own 
soil blocking tool, cans, small glasses or a 
section of pipe could be used.  The third 
option is to purchase a soil blocker.  Soil 
blockers range in size from about ¾” to 4” ’s 
in width.  Two factors influence the choice of 
block size– the type of plant (size of the seed) 
and the length of the intended growing period.

Once the blocks are formed, make a small 
indentation with your finger at the top of the 
block.  Place one or two seeds in the hole and 
cover with a thin layer of compost.  Make sure 
a small air space exists between each soil 
block so that roots don’t grow into the 
adjacent block.  Place the formed blocks on a 
tray.  Gently mist with a spray bottle until the 
hole is filled with water.  When watering, you 
should use a fine mist to water the blocks or 
soak the blocks from the bottom up in 
shallow water.  Do not use a large or course 
water flow as it will erode the block.  

When roots appear on the sides of the blocks they will hold 
the soil block together.  This is a good indicator that the 
seedlings are almost ready for transplanting.

Soil Blocking
Reviewed	by	Joan	Kean,	Pine	Bush	Master	Gardener

Rachel	Carson	wrote	this	book	to	prevent	the	sounds	of	
spring from being silenced.  Published in 1962, this seminal 
work was a major contributor in raising public awareness to the 
inherent dangers of the indiscriminate use of poisonous 
chemical herbicides and pesticides.  Environmental 
conservation was not widely practiced nor an integral 
component of public policy.  This book brought these issues to 
the forefront and played an important role in the eventual 
banning of DDT and other toxic substances.

Silent Spring meticulously documented, in over fifty pages of 
bibliographical sources, the interrelationship between man and 
nature and cited numerous instances in which attempts to 
control nuisance plants or destructive insects in the name of 

increasing agricultural yields or eliminating insects as vectors 
for diseases produced unintended consequences far worse than 
the potential derived benefits.  The threats Carson outlined—
the contamination of the food chain, cancer in man, genetic 
damage, the deaths of entire species—were too frightening to 
ignore.  For the first time, the need to regulate industry in order 
to protect the environment became widely accepted, and 
environmentalism was born.

The most important legacy of Silent Spring, though, was a 
new public awareness that nature was vulnerable to human 
intervention.  Carson had made a radical proposal: that, at 
times, technological progress is so fundamentally at odds with 
natural processes that it must be curtailed.

By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener

The Eastern Tent Caterpillar, Malacosoma 
americanum, is a pest native to North America.  Nests 
are commonly found on wild cherry, apple, and 
crabapple, but may also be found on hawthorn, maple, 
cherry, peach, pear and plum.  Populations fluctuate 
from year to year, with outbreaks occurring every several 
years.  Several predators and a few diseases help to 
regulate their numbers.

The fully grown caterpillar is about 2 inches long, 
black with a white stripe along the middle of the back and a row 
of pale blue oval spots on each side.  It is sparsely covered with 
fine light brown hairs.  They hatch in the early spring when buds 
are opening, and begin to spin their silken tents in the branch 
forks.  The tent protects them from predators, such as birds, 
and from temperature extremes.  Enlarging the tent as they 
grow, the caterpillars leave only to feed, usually at night.

When caterpillars are abundant, they 
frequently defoliate the tree which weakens it, 
but seldom kills it.  The leaves may be stripped 
from all the twigs within a distance of three feet 
from the nest.

Prevention and early control is important.  
Removal	and	destruction	of	the	egg	masses	
during winter greatly reduces the following 
spring’s problem.  Small tents can be removed 

and destroyed by hand.  Larger tents may be pruned out and 
destroyed or removed by winding the nest upon the end of a 
stick.  Burning the tents out with a torch is not recommended 
since this can easily damage the tree.

Insecticides are generally ineffective against larvae, but 
young caterpillars can be killed with several different products.

Silent Spring by rachel carSonBOOK 
REVIEW

PLANT OF
THE MONTH hardy cyclamen

By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener

Good things come in small packages is an apt description for 
Cyclamen coum and Cyclamen hederifolium, two of several 
hardy perennial Cyclamen species that provide color and beauty 
to the garden when little else is blooming.  These tuberous 
herbaceous plants are relatively easy to grow, but are best 
planted in a shady location that is visually accessible for close 
up enjoyment such as walkways, entryways and outdoor living 
spaces.  The flowers, which range in color from magenta, to 
mauve to soft pink and white, are about 3-4 inches tall.  The 
leaves are green to silver, usually variegated and depending on 
the variety either round, heart shaped or lanceolate.

Hardy to Zone 5, Hardy Cyclamen is one of the few flowering 
plants that will grow in dry shade, one of the most challenging 
spots in any garden.  Cyclamen roots are noncompetitive and 
can be planted among the roots of trees and large shrubs, both 
deciduous and evergreen.  Trees and shrubs provide a 
microclimate with protective shade, which buffers cold winter 
weather. Their roots absorb excess moisture improving drainage.

PESTWATCH eaStern tent caterpillar

Sandy to clay soils are acceptable but should be well drained 
and mixed with compost or mulch.  Wet and soggy soils with 
poor drainage will cause tubers to rot.  Propagation is by seed, 
division or separation.  Seeds must be soaked in water 
approximately 12 hours before planting.
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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

Gardener’s Checklist

•	 Make	a	plan	and	set	priorities.

•	 Remove	lawn	thatch	greater	than	1/2	inch	in 
 depth.  Overseed if necessary.

•	 If	crabgrass	was	present	last	year,	consider	a 
 pre-emergent herbicide.

•	 Service	lawn	mower	and	sharpen	blade.

•	 Test	soil	and	pH	levels	before	major	planting.

•	 Fertilize	fruit	trees	and	brambles.

•	 Add	organic	matter	to	planting	beds	and 
 vegetable gardens.

•	 Direct	seed	for	cool	weather	vegetables	and 
 hardy annuals.  Plant seedlings of cauliflower, 
 broccoli, cabbage and Brussel sprouts when soil 
 is workable.

•	 Start	seeds	indoors	for	warm	weather	vegetables 
 and tender annuals.

•	 Divide	and	transplant	summer	blooming	perennials.

•	 Complete	tree	pruning	before	new	growth	begins.

•	 Prune	late	flowering	shrubs.		Don’t	prune	early 
 flowering shrubs until after they bloom.

•	 Prune	hybrid	tea	roses,	floribundas	and	grandifloras 
 but wait until after flowering on climbers and ramblers.

•	 Cut	back	ornamental	grasses	to	new	shoots.

•	 Fertilize	roses	as	new	growth	appears.

•	 Cut	flower	stalks	on	daffodils,	hyacinths	and	other 
 spring flower bulbs as the flowers fade. Do not cut 
 foliage until it dies back naturally.

•	 Place	peony	supports.

Mon., Apr. 3 Backyard Composting •	6:00 – 9:00pm 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 to register.

Thurs., April 13 Herb Gardening •	7:00	–	8:00pm	at	Greenwood	Lake	Library.		Call	845-477-8377.
Tues., April 18 Drying and Storing Herbs •	7:00	–	8:00pm	at	Greenwood	Lake	Library.		Call	845-477-8377.
Thurs., Apr. 20 Pollinator Friendly Garden •	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 to register.
Fri., April 21   Hydrangeas •	at	Pine	Bush	Library		Call	845-744-4265.
Sat., Apr. 22 Growing Tomatoes Successfully •	11:00am	–	12:00pm	at	Chester	Library.		Call	845-469-4252.
Sat., Apr 22  Making Handcrafted Soaps •	9:00am	–1:00pm	at	Cornell	Cooperative	Extension,	Middletown,	NY. 

Cost is $ 45 per person. Must be 18 or older.  Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863 to register.
Mon., Apr. 24 Building a Teepee Trellis •	9:00am	–	2:00pm	at	Cornell	Cooperative	Extension,	Middletown,	NY.		Cost	is	

$35 per person/$31.50 for Gardening in Orange County subscribers. Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863 to register.
Tues., Apr. 25 Build Your Own Salad Box •	10:00am	–	12:00pm	at	Cornell	Cooperative	Extension,	Middletown,	NY.		Cost	is	

$25 per person Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863 to register.
Thurs., April 27 Cooking with Herbs •	7:00	–	8:00pm	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.
Sat., Apr. 29 Gluten-Free Cooking •	9:00am	–	1:00pm	at	Cornell	Cooperative	Extension,	Middletown,	NY.		Cost	is	$20 

per person. Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863 to register.
Wed., May 10 How to Design a Garden	•	at	Newburgh	Library.		Call	845-563-3619.
Thurs., May 11 Vertical Garden Box •	10:00am	–	1:00pm	at	Cornell	Cooperative	Extension,	Middletown,	NY.		Cost	is	$50	

per person. Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863 to register.
Mon., May 15 Ticks of the Hudson Valley •	at	Chester	Library.		Call	845-469-4252.
Tues., May 23 Kokedama •	10:00am	–	1:00pm	at	Cornell	Cooperative	Extension,	Middletown,	NY.		Cost	is	$30	per	person.	 

Call 845-344-1234 or email jd863 to register.
Thurs., May 25 Flowering Annuals •	6:30	–	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!


