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Over the last few years my husband and I have been reading, 
copying and enjoying the journals of our Grandparents. One set 
records the rural history of Wyoming complete with weather 
reports, crop forecasts, births and deaths and quaint comments 
on the politics of the day.  The other is the more urban 
experience of immigrants coming to New York and finding non-
farming life after being cash crop farmers on eastern Long 
Island.  What reading them has made me long for is a diary or 
journal from my Grandmother Moore that might give me the 
true story of her amazing perennial gardens and what flowers 
she grew.

History is so often discovered through the words and 
drawings of regular people.  They kept careful observations to 
help them have more success from farm crops to flowers.  This 
summer the Master Gardeners visited Nemours Mansion and 
Gardens and Longwood Gardens and discovered first -hand the 
value of family records to allow for the restoration of Gardens 
long after they have fallen into neglect.

The careful record keeping of purchases has enabled 
Nemours to restore the Gardens to the spirit and the style in 
which they were envisioned and in keeping with today, bring 
plants into the landscape that thrive.  At Longwood the 
plantings and the fountains have been lovingly restored to give 
visitors a fully immersive experience from wild meadows to 
incredible glass houses.

Most of us have the best intentions every season of recording 
what we purchase and where we plant it, of noting what variety 
of tomato yielded the best crop and when, which garlic was the 
most robust, what dahlia bloomed longest and needed the least 
staking.  Alas, the press of life leaves most of us falling way short 
in record keeping.

But imagine if the next owner of your land, or the one after 
could discover the story of what grew there, what joy the plants 
brought to you and what they might do that would honor that 
story.  Our family knows that the tree peonies were planted as 
anniversary gifts to each other beginning the year after our 
marriage, that the hydrangeas were a celebration of visiting New 
Zealand but other than that they know almost nothing of the 
significance of any of the garden designs.

As stewards of our land we can take some pride in helping to 
pass on the life and the struggles of the gardens we create and 
tend. It need not be too challenging or time consuming but can 
become a simple habit not unlike pinching back the plant you 
walk past each morning.

The traditional Garden Journal with daily entries beautifully 
hand illustrated with water colors may not be your first choice 
but the technology of today offers many options which can be 
done right out in the garden using your phone.  Adding 
photographs as well as descriptions will enhance the 
information and make for a much more robust entry.

As you begin to create a Journal you may discover that you 
enjoy musing about the experiences you have, finding articles 
to add that have helped you understand the science and the art 
of flowers and soil. You can look at historical ones and take 
direction from there or find your own voice.  Each Journal will 
be as unique as the gardens they are about.  So, in this fall 
season instead of thinking that the Garden experience is ending, 
choose to make it the beginning of a new challenge!  Let the 
documenting begin.
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As fall continues and the leaves drop 
from our trees it gets harder to identify 
common trees and to tell the difference 
between types of maple and oaks. While 
leaf ID is used most of the year, using 
bark, leaf scars and buds is a year round 
method that will let you ID most any tree 
you come across.  

The system is simple and complex. You 
need a Tree ID Key to really learn it and in 
this article we will only be highlighting 
how to go about it and showing some 
specifics for a few local trees. Tree Keys 
and ID books are widely available and 
can be found for specific regions. 
www.tree-app.com is the source for a 
handy app that works on most phones 
and mobile devices.  It is free and a great 
place to begin, perfect to have right at 
hand when you are out and about.  

Here are a few easy to find Tree Keys, 
some use many options and others use 
only one.  

 Tree Finder: A Manual for 
Identification of Trees by their Leaves 
(Eastern US) (Nature Study Guides) 
by May Theilgaard Watts.

 The Tree Key: A Guide to 
Identification in Garden, Field, and 
Forest: 77 Genera Including 235 
Species, 1978, by Herbert L. Edlin.

 Quick-key guide to trees: Trees of 
Northeastern and Central North 
America (Quick-key field identification 
guides)1967, by David Archbald.

Online there are many PDF keys. To start, 
here are links to two keys that are clear 
and accurate:

http://cortland.cce.cornell.edu/resources/
know-your-trees
www.extension.iastate.edu/forestry/iowa_
trees/key/key.html

All Identification Systems work by 
starting with a premise and then 
eliminating options or adding options till 
you get to a specific tree.  This article is 
going to concentrate on using the first 
elimination or division question and then 
look at Bark as a starting place for doing 
more specific species identification.  In 
future issues we will look at using other ID 
key features.  

When you are looking to ID a tree, start 
by looking up into the branches, look at 
the position of the small branches at the 
tip of a larger branch. (When against a 
dark blue sky they are easiest to see.)  If 
they are opposite then you have a Maple, 
Dogwood, Ash or Buckeye. All other 
species are alternate branching but most 
have other easily identifiable features to 
aid you. This gives you a starting place 
and eliminates many other common trees. 
To find the specific species of each you 
need to go further in using the key.  

Many botanists and tree experts agree 
that they ID most trees using bark.  Bark is 
the largest element of the tree and the 
most easily accessible.  When you are 
looking at bark begin by seeing the color, 
the texture, and if there is any peeling or 
strong horizontal lines.  Mature trees are 
easiest to ID from bark as many only 
develop the full bark texture at maturity.  

Ridges, cracks, scales, plates, vertical 
ridges, and ridges broken horizontally are 
among the common bark textures that 
will be seen on trees in the Northeast. 
Once you begin to study bark you will be 
able to recognize each of these and the 
tree they match.

 Surface: texture of bark is another 
element to examine: 

 Peeling: separating into relatively 
large thin and sometimes curling 
plates.

 Scales: small thin and often flaking 
plates.

 Flaking: separating into thin slivers, 
chips, scales or shavings.

Using a key to eliminate species will 
help you to begin to narrow your options 
and to make confident identifications.  
This is a skill that develops over time but 
by starting in a small area, your yard or a 
neighborhood, you will soon know what is 
growing around you and how to 
differentiate one species from another.  

Here are a few simple examples of bark 
ID.  Each is identified by answering a 
question, for example is the bark smooth?  
Is the bark peeling? Does the bark have 
scales? What you answer takes you to the 
next question or to the identification.  

    Birch has paper-like 
bark with horizontal 
lines. River Birch has 
peeling in many places 
and a slight pink tone. 
Paper Birch has less 
peeling, and Grey Birch 
has a strong grey color.  

    The world of trees 
is huge, but the more 
you learn, the more 
you will be able to 
appreciate these 
amazing plants and 
to understand their 
impact on our world.
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This month’s Editors are Brooke Moore, New Windsor Master Gardener; Susan Hoffman, Chester Master Gardener; and Bob 
Fromowitz, New Windsor Master Gardener. We are often asked what makes us want to be Master Gardeners? Are there things we all 
know and like? In this issue we are presenting some of the things that have made all of us become Master Gardeners, a love of 
nature, a sense of wonder about nature, and a desire to learn. Happy Winter!

Late Fall and Winter 
Tree Identification: 
Getting Started With Using a Tree Key 
By Brooke Moore – New Windsor Master Gardener

Best Locations to see Traditional Holiday Decorating in the Hudson Valley
By Marion Loiola – Highland Mills Master Gardener

Holiday season is upon us and what better way to add to holiday 
festivities then by visiting many of the historic museums and parks in 
Orange, Rockland, and Putnam County. Not only do these museums 
make great places to stop at during the year, they further provide an 
overview of what holiday season was like many years ago.  

If you are interested in seeing how much Thanksgiving has changed 
since the 19th century, you may want to visit Museum Village in 
Monroe, New York.  Museum Village is dedicated to educating the 
public on the life and work of our ancestors and provides visitors the 
experience of the past. Each year, Museum Village provides a 
Thanksgiving Tasting at the museum. Previous years have included the 
“pardoning of the turkey.”  

Coming up in December at Museum Village is “Christmas in the 
Village” this is a lovely event that features reading “The night before 
Christmas,” singing, food and crafts for the children.  Guests of honor 
include Santa and Mrs. Claus and children may share their holiday gift 
list with Santa in front of an open hearth.  Both events are fully staffed 
and buildings will be open.  

Thanksgiving is also celebrated at the Brick House museum in 
Montgomery. The Brick House, an elegant Georgian style house, was 
built by Nathaniel Hill in 1768.  Parts of the building have been refurbished 
by the generations of families that have lived there. This November 
2017, The Annual Brick House Thanksgiving Celebration will once again 
offer the opportunity to enjoy the beautiful house and the festive 
decorations. The Brick House will be decorated with beautiful autumn 
arrangements and the dining room will be set for Thanksgiving dinner.

Christmas festivities will be held at the Hill Hold museum 
continuing with the traditional Annual Christmas Candlelight Tours at 
Hill Hold. There is a traditional holiday tree and antique toys. The Hill 
Hold museum is a stone farmhouse that was built in 1769 with wide 
plank floors, paneling and fireplaces. It is a must to see. Hill Hold was 
the home of a prosperous farmer, Thomas Bull and his family.

If the weather is nice in December, you may want to visit Bear 
Mountain State Park Inn located in Rockland County on the west side 
of the Hudson River, where you may enjoy Breakfast with Santa and 
later walk the beautiful grounds with the picturesque view. Bear 
Mountain has so much to see and do. Open to the public are the Inn, 
zoo, museum, sporting activities and miles of trails to hike.  

For animal lovers, in December, you can go to the bear den and 
make holiday snacks for the bears. Later that morning, the bears will 
unwrap their delicious presents and you can watch them enjoy their 
treats. The Bear Mountain Zoo in itself is a treat as it houses native 
animals, birds and reptiles.

After visiting the 
Bear Mountain State 
Park, you may want to 
head over the Bear 
Mountain Bridge to 
Putnam County and 
enjoy the beautiful 
candlelit mansion 
and grounds at 
Boscobel located in 
Garrison.  Beginning 
in November, the 
Boscobel house and 
gardens are 
decorated for a 19th 
century Christmas 
and includes string 
musician’s 
performance.  
Twilight tours are 
available during the 
holiday season.  The gardens will be lit with elegant displays.  The 
grounds are beautiful and the view of the Hudson River breathtaking. 
If you have never been to Boscobel, it is described as an elegant 
Federal-period house museum.  The home boasts original furniture and 
decorations from the Federal-period.  Boscobel was the original home of 
States and Elizabeth Dyckman.  Construction of the home began in 1804 
and it was completed in 1808.  The history of the Dyckman’s and the 
home itself is interesting to read as their lives and the home took many 
different directions.

Before visiting any of these locations, you may want to check out the 
historical information on their websites.  Each location has their own 
unique history in the Hudson Valley.

For further information; dates of events, hours of operation and 
pricing, including the history of these places please see links below:

Museum Village 1010 State Route 17M, Monroe, NY 10950
www.museumvillage.org

Hill Hold 128 Route 416, Campbell Hall, NY 10916

Brick House 850 Route 17K, Montgomery, NY 12549
www.hillholdandbrickhouse.org

Bear Mountain 3020 Seven Lakes Drive, Bear Mountain, NY 10911
www.visitbearmountain.com, www.trailsidezoo.org

Boscobel 1601 Route 9D, Garrison, NY 10524, www.boscobel.org

Every effort has been made to provide correct, complete, and up-to-date pesticide recommenda-
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Paper BirchRiver Birch

Grey Birch

Completely smooth bark, 
American Beech

Blackish scales, 
broken up like 

cornflakes, 
Black Cherry

Vertical cracks, uninterrupted vertical 
ridges, Northern Red Oak
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By Susan Hoffman – Chester Master Gardener

Leaving milk and cookies for Santa, and maybe some carrots 
for his reindeer, firmly became an American tradition during the 
Great Depression, in the 1930s.  In the midst of economic 
hardship, many parents saw an opportunity to teach children 
the importance of giving to others and showing gratitude.  

Leaving treats is rooted in ancient mythologies, and even as 
the Christmas holidays over took solstice rituals, feasting 
traditions remained!  In the Middle Ages, spices like nutmeg, 
cinnamon, ginger and black pepper were just starting to be 
used, as were dried fruits like citron, apricots and dates.  These 
exotic ingredients were expensive delicacies, and when used in 
cookies, they could be shared.  Molasses was used because it 
was much less expensive than refined sugar in the Middle Ages.  

Festive recipes to enjoy and share….

Molasses-Spice Cookies

 Prep 25 minutes ∙ Cook 1 hour 30 minutes ∙ Makes 36 ∙ 

 2 cups all-purpose flour (spooned and leveled)

 1 1/2 teaspoons baking soda
 1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
 1/2 teaspoon ground nutmeg
 1/2 teaspoon salt
 1 1/2 cups sugar, divided
 3/4 cup (1 1/2 sticks) unsalted butter, softened
 1 large egg
 1/4 cup molasses

1. In a medium bowl, whisk together flour, baking soda, 
cinnamon, nutmeg, and salt. In a shallow bowl, place 1/2 
cup sugar; set aside.

2. With an electric mixer, beat butter and remaining cup of 
sugar until combined. Beat in egg and then molasses until 
combined. Reduce speed to low; gradually mix in dry 
ingredients, just until a dough forms.

3. Pinch off and roll dough into balls, each equal to 
1 tablespoon. Roll balls in reserved sugar to coat.

4. Arrange balls on baking sheets, about 3 inches apart. Bake, 
one sheet at a time, until edges of cookies are just firm, 10 
to 15 minutes (cookies can be baked two sheets at a time, 
but they will not crackle uniformly). Cool 1 minute on 
baking sheets; transfer to racks to cool completely.

Do you want to bake something for a leisurely holiday breakfast?

Christmas Scones

2 cups unbleached all-purpose flour

1 cup rolled oats or oat flour

1 Tablespoon baking powder 

1/2 teaspoon baking soda

1/2 to 1 teaspoon salt, to taste

1/2 cup brown sugar, packed

8 Tablespoons (1 stick) butter,
room temperature

1 1/2 cup cranberries cut in
half, or 1 cup dried

1 1/2 cups pecans, halved

1 cup buttermilk

Preheat oven to 500 degrees.

1. Mix the dry ingredients, including the brown sugar, in a 
large mixing bowl. With a pastry cutter or your fingertips, 
gently cut the butter into the dry ingredients until it looks 
like cornmeal.  Mix in the fruit and nuts until they’re evenly 
distributed.

2. Stir in the buttermilk, taking only 20 seconds to do it. Turn 
out the dough onto a well-floured surface, and with floured hands, 
knead gently, 8-10 times, just enough to bring it together.

3. Cut the dough into two pieces. (Keep sprinkling on flour if 
you need to.)  Form each into a disk about 7 inches in 
diameter, with a floured rolling pin.  Cut the round into 8 
wedges.  Cut straight down through the dough so you shear 
the edges. If you saw the dough, you tend to press the edges 
together, which keeps the scones from rising as they bake.

4. Place the wedges on a lightly floured baking sheet, turn 
down the oven to 450 degrees, and bake for 15 to 20 
minutes, or until they just begin to brown.

5. Remove from the oven and serve warm with butter or 
double cream.

Why We Leave Cookies for Santa…and a Few Holiday Recipes!
By Lisa Rittweger – Newburgh Master Gardener

According to Webster, not the TV character, the dictionary, 
Potpourri is a mixture of flowers, herbs, and spices that is 
usually kept in a jar and used for scent or refers to identifying a 
miscellaneous collection. 

The art of scenting our inside environment with florals, herbs 
and spices dates back to the caveman. They would layer the 
floors with a potpourri to freshen the air out of necessity.  
Bathing was not a common practice. It wasn’t until the early 
17th century that it was labeled “potpourri,” from the French 
word for “rotten pot.” Today potpourri is used in many homes 
displayed in a decorative jar or wooden bowl. You can buy 
premade potpourri in a craft store or specialty gift shop.  But if 
you are a gardener we have most everything that we need in our 
backyards. The fall is a good time to start collecting flowers, 
seeds and any other interesting foliage for your potpourri.  

 Following is a basic dry recipe. You can adjust according 
to what you grow in your garden.

 4-6 cups of dried flowers, pods, seeds, berries or nuts. 
You can allow everything to dry naturally on a sheet tray.  
Tossing gently through the week to ensure all the flowers 
are dry. If you happen to own a dehydrator that would 
speed up the process. You also might want to press 
some of your flowers in a book to give your potpourri 
more interest.

 12-15 drops of essential oils of your choice.  

 2 tablespoons of a fixative such as Orris root, which is a 
plant.  The root develops a pleasant violet-like scent when 
it dries.  This scent continues to improve in storage, 
reaching its peak in about three years.  It even prolongs the 
scent of the other oils. 

 Stir the orris root together with the essential oils.  Pour on 
top of the dried flowers then toss gently. Store in a brown 
paper bag for six weeks then you are ready to display.

I also wanted to include a simmering potpourri. It is a quick 
and easy way to fill your home with fragrance.  This recipe is 
perfect for the winter holidays. If you eliminate the water you 
can just add everything to your apple cider, to make a mulled 
cider. It is delicious.

 Simmering Potpourri
 1/2 cup fresh cranberries
 1 orange (sliced)
 4 cinnamon sticks (broken in half)
 1 Tbsp. cloves
 1/8 Tsp. nutmeg
 2 – 3 cups water

 Directions: 
Combine ingredients in a small pot and simmer over low 
heat for as long as desired. Add more water if it gets low. 
Enjoy the holiday scent.

 Fill a mason jar or any jar you might have saved. Tie a 
ribbon around the jar or a decorative bag with a pretty bow, 
add hand written directions on how to use the potpourri on 
a card.

Potpourri makes a nice gift, whether it’s the dry or the 
simmering recipe type.

There are many apps available to help you plant, 
understand and document your garden. Here are a 
few to try:

Leafsnap

IntoGardens

Perennial Match

Garden Compass Plant

Disease Identifier

Each has different features.  Explore and find what 
works for you! Perennial Match is fun as it will show 
you plant options for what you input, as your location, 
size, and color requirements change. 

Potpourri – A Feast of Fragrance

Gardeners On The Web:

How about a Savory Christmas Quick Bread? 
It’s red and green and gold!

 3 cups unbleached all-purpose flour
 2 teaspoons baking powder
 1 teaspoon salt
 8 ounces Provolone cheese, grated (about 2 cups)
 4 large eggs, beaten
 1/2 cup evaporated milk
 3 large garlic cloves, minced

 1/4 cup (1/2 ounce) finely chopped green pepper (or fresh 
chives or green part of scallions)

 1/4 cup (1 1/2 ounces) finely chopped sun-dried 
tomatoes (or drained pimientos or red bell pepper)

Preheat the oven 350 degrees.

1. Mix together the flour, baking powder, salt and cheese. Add 
the beaten eggs, reserving 2 Tablespoons for the glazing the 
bread before baking. Mix in the evaporated milk, garlic, and 
vegetables, stirring to make a soft dough.

2. Turn out the dough onto a well-floured surface and form it 
into a smooth ball. Roll the ball into a log shape about 10 
inches long. Place it on a greased cookie sheet.  Brush with 
the reserved beaten egg.

3. Bake for 30 to 35 minutes, or until the loaf is golden brown. 
Cool thoroughly. To serve, cut into very thin slices, fanning 
slices onto plate. Delicious as is, or the bread can be 
spread with butter!

Build the 
Dream!

The Park is a regional educational 
facility for Agriculture, Youth and Families, and future home 

of Cornell Cooperative Orange County

Find out how you can help!
845-344-1234 or 

email kw389@cornell.edu
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By this time every year we are looking 
at our gardens and wondering what we 
can do that will be new and fun for next 
year.  Probably you are seeing some spots 
in the beds that are open and were a 
chore to weed over the late summer and 
early fall months. Perhaps you are wanting 
to eliminate an area of annuals that were 
not exciting last year. Whatever the reason 
for wanting change here is a new idea, 
plant edibles instead of annuals and other 
ground covers.

Edibles for both people and animals 
are a wonderful way to expand the look of 
your garden beds, add color and texture 
and improve the quality of your soil in 
some cases.  

Many plants that we grow in our 
vegetable beds will be just as happy out in 
the landscape adding to the look and style 
of your gardens.  

The options are quite open for you but 
some things to consider with any planting, 
how much light and water is available, 
how much space and what you like to eat!  
Keep in mind that if your yard is a haven 
for deer then this is not the route for you.  
Also, if you use lawn chemicals you need 
to consider where you plant edible plants 
for use by your family. The best locations 
will have well drained soil, full or mostly 
full sun and some room to spread.  

Some easy spots to choose are where 
spring bulbs come up and disappear, at 
the front edges of borders, in between 
perennials that are getting established 
and around smaller shrubs.  

In choosing edible plants consider the 
size, the shape of the leaves, the growing 
habit, if it is sprawling or needs staking, 
and when the harvest time is.  You can 
grow multi season crops like lettuce and 
peas or look more to fall crops so that you 
 

have a good look in the late season. I love 
using edibles instead of some of the fall 
regulars like swapping out ornamental 
cabbage for lush heads of savoy cabbage 
or radicchio for a similar look but a tasty 
addition to salads and hearty soups.  

You can also select perennial edibles 
like low bush blueberries for a year- round 
boost to the garden. Alpine Strawberries 
can be a lovely groundcover and offer a 
sweet bite through the growing season.  

For those wanting to take a serious 
look at edibles in the garden, Backyard 
Foraging by Ellen Zachos is a great book 
to start with. But even without too much 
research you can get started and try out 
some fun plant options.  Here are a few to 
think about!

Whatever you choose to add to your 
garden enjoy knowing that not only are 
you providing a feast for the eye but also 
some nice tummy filling options.

How to Add Edible Plantings to Your Landscape
By Brooke Moore – New Windsor Master Gardener

Rhubarb – lovely foliage and look for 
cultivars with red stems and textured 
leaves. This is a perennial plant, so give 
it room.

Scarlet Runner Beans – these may need 
staking but they can also grow up and 
over low to midsize shrubs. The flowers 
are a lovely bright red and the beans are 
good for drying and using in chili or 
soups or stews. 

Strawberry Corn – this midsize corn is 
great fun! The cob looks like a giant 
strawberry and if put in the microwave 
pops like popcorn. Great at the edge of a 
planting or as a base for climbing vines 
or crops. 

Creeping Thyme – aromatic herb that 
looks very rustic and serves well as a 
ground cover.

New Zealand Spinach – used commonly 
as a groundcover in New Zealand and 
Australia it does well here. Large seeds 
make it easy to plant and children get a 
big kick out of it. Any type of spinach is a 
nice option.  

Kale, especially Dinosaur Kale – 
rugged and with many options for color 
and texture; looks great set into a 
planting to draw the eye.  

Brussel Sprouts – love these not only 
for their great taste but the texture of the 
plant and how funny they look as they 
grow. Can add early winter interest as well. 

Short Sunflowers in autumn colors – nice 
alternative to Chrysanthemums these 
provide seed for people or better yet birds. 

Elderberry – not just for wine, but also 
teas and syrups.  

Cabbage – again there is a wealth of 
choices from red to green, oriental stir 
fry varieties. These are a perfect filler and 
can stay in the garden up to frost.  

Rainbow Swiss Chard – perfect to plant 
amongst lower growing early bloom 
perennials as it will bring a lot of texture 
and color into the border. Can be 
harvested and it will grow again.  

Tom Thumb Lettuce – small compact 
head lettuce that is sweet and crunchy.  
Plant in spring and again in late summer 
for a second fall crop.  

Photo by David J. Stang 

Photo by Harry Rose

Photo by Roger Culos
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By Susan Hoffman 
Chester Master Gardener

“O Christmas tree, O Christmas tree, 
how lovely are thy branches.”  
– German traditional song by 
Ernst Anshutz

Christmas trees play an important role 
in Christmas celebrations here in America 
but in reality they are a fairly recent 
addition to our culture.  They have been 
popular in other parts of the world for 
centuries, even predating the actual 
celebration of Christmas, but were not 
popular here until the mid 1800’s.  

Where did Christmas Trees come from?  
What do they mean?  How did a tree come 
to represent the birth of Jesus?  There 
were no decorated trees in the manger.

Even before Christmas, trees and other 
flora were used to celebrate special 
events.  The Egyptians had a celebration 
of the sun god Ra that included green 
palm rushes.  In ancient Europe, 
evergreens were brought into homes and 
were thought to have medicinal or magical 
properties that would ward off illness.  
This was especially true in northern 
climates with long, dark, cold winters: the 
evergreen held hope for spring for Druids, 
Celts and Vikings among others.  

So how did this transfer to Christmas?

One of the main traditions dates back 
to early century Germany when St. Boniface 
cut down an oak tree after baptizing some 
pagans, the oak being sacred to their 
tradition.  When it was cut down the oak 
split into four pieces and an evergreen 
grew from the stump.  To them, it was a 
miracle, symbolizing the death of 
paganism and establishing Christianity, 
signifying peace, and since it was an 
evergreen, immortality.  

Another legend concerns the crown of 
thorns and a hawthorn called the “Holy 
Thorn” found at Glastonbury Abbey in 

England.  It only flowers at Christmas time 
and is thought to have come from a sprig 
of Jesus’ crown of thorns.  It lived for many 
centuries, honored as a sacred relic and 
contributed to the idea of trees/plants 
associated with Christmas.  

Most scholars believe the modern 
Christmas Tree was derived from a festival 
honoring Adam and Eve held on 
December 24th.  How did we get from 
Adam and Eve to the birth of Jesus and 
Christmas at the end of December?  Jesus 
birth date is unknown but the early 
Roman church established December 25th 
in the fourth century. It was the date 
Romans dedicated to their sun god, but 
the church replaced the sun god with the 
Son, Jesus Christ.

In the late Middle Ages, the church 
used plays as a means to teach religion 
and they were performed throughout the 
year for various saints and the 
celebrations on December 24th for Adam 
and Eve were commemorated with a tree, 
called Paradeisbaum (paradise tree).  
Since apple trees were not available in 
winter, an evergreen decorated with apples 
was used and even after the plays were 
abandoned, trees continued to be 
associated with Christmas.

There is another story that combines 
the tree with the Christmas Light, a small 
pyramid shaped frame decorated with 
tinsel, glass balls and lighted candle on 
top symbolizing Christ as the light of the 
world.  The tree and the Christmas light 
were merged and became the tree we 
know today.  

There is a story that Martin Luther was 
walking home one evening and was awed 
by the brilliance of the stars shining 
between the evergreens. He wanted to 
capture the scene for his family so he cut 
down a tree, set it up in his house and put 
lighted candles in the branches.

In the early 16th century, the trees 
started to be used to celebrate Christmas 
in the area of Alsace, eventually spreading 
across Germany and all of Europe. 
Eventually they reached North America, 
with Pennsylvania German settlements 
displaying a community tee in 1747, and 
in homes in the 1830s.  But with the 
American Puritan background and the 
history of the trees, many Americans 
viewed them as pagan symbols and they 
were not accepted.

However, in 1846, Queen Victoria and 
Prince Albert were sketched with their 
family around a Christmas Tree. As Queen 
Victoria was popular in America, it became 
fashionable in East Coast Society and 
then slowly spread throughout the country. 
European trees were small about 4 feet 
while Americans had floor to ceiling trees.  

In the early 20th century trees were 
decorated with homemade ornaments, 
while German-Americans continued to use 
apples, nuts and marzipan. They also used 
popcorn dyed bright colors mixed with 
nuts and berries.  Candles were used for 
lighting so the trees were only up and lit 
for a short time.  With the advent of 
electricity, came electric lights and the 
trees could be lit for days.  They started to 
appear in town squares and having a tree 
at home became a tradition.

One of the great American Christmas 
tree displays is at Rockefeller Center in 
New York City.  The tallest tree ever on 
display was a 100 ft. Norway Spruce from 
Killingworth CT, in 1948.  The display 
dates to the Depression when it was a 
small undecorated tree placed there by 
construction workers in 1931.  Two years 
later there was a tree with lights.  Today 
the tree has over 25,000 lights.  

34-36 million Christmas trees are 
produced each year with 95% shipped or 
sold directly from Christmas tree farms.  
They take six to eight years to mature and 
the industry employs 100,000 people.  The 
most popular trees are Scotch Pine, 
Douglas Fir, and White Pine.
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Why Do We Have Christmas Trees?  Is it a Good Idea to have a Live Tree?
By Susan Hoffman 
Chester Master Gardener

Absolutely YES!! Why? 

• It’s fresher than a cut tree, so it’s 
more fragrant. The root ball (once 
it’s leveled in a container) is not 
as tippy.

• After it’s planted, the tree adds 
to the value of your landscape 
and property.

• As it grows, the tree can be strung 
with edible garlands for the birds or 
all-weather lights.

• It’s a reminder of a joyful season.

• It can begin a beautiful tradition.

How can I make this happen?

Shop in late November or early 
December; most nurseries will tag the 
tree you choose and hold it for you until 
it’s time to bring it home.  When 
considering size, include the tree, it’s 
root ball, and the height of any 
ornament you want to place on top, to 
be sure it fits within the ceiling height.

Also find out the projected growth to 
make sure it won’t get too big for the 
permanent location outside.

Here in the northeast, a Fraser fir  
is a great choice.  It’s a native tree, with 
good needle retention, a nice aroma, 
and a striking bluish-silver color on 
the underside of the branches.

Look at the tree from several 
angles, to check for bald spots 
and crooks in the trunk. Run your  
hand over the needles. If some 
brown ones near the trunk drop, 
that’s okay, since evergreens shed 
in the fall.  But pick another tree if 
needles at the end of branches fall off, it 
can be a sign of disease, insect damage, 
or a tree that is too dried out.

Before you shop:

Choose the location where you’ll 
eventually plant your tree. Pick a bright 
area, since most conifers like the sun, 
but not too close to other trees.  There 
should be a buffer zone of several feet 
between the tree’s size at maturity to 
prevent damage from limbs brushing 
against the house or roots that could 
push up pavers or walkways. 

Prepare the site by digging a hole 9 - 
12 inches deep, the typical height of the 
root ball. (If it’s too deep, loosened soil 

can compact and cause the tree to sink.)  
For the roots to spread easily, the hole 
should be about 4 feet in diameter, at least 
twice the width of the root ball.

Because the ground could be frozen 
when it’s time to plant, prepare the site in 
late fall. As you dig out the soil, shovel it 
onto a tarp.  Backfill the hole with leaves to 
insulate its walls.  Cover the hole with the 
soil-topped tarp, and lay a second tarp on 
top.  To increase insulation, and hide the 
tarp, cover it with leaves.

Picking up your tree…

It’s close to Christmas, and finally time 
to pick up the tree you’ve chosen. 

Don’t lift it by the trunk, (it’s heavy!), the 
roots could tear away from the tree.  Hold 
onto the root ball itself, or the nylon strings 
that hold the burlap in place.  Wrap the 
branches loosely in twine, to keep branches 
from breaking.  Once you’re home, and have 
removed the twine around the branches, 
shake them gently, so loose needles fall 
(outside).  If you’d like, spray the tree with a 
natural anti desiccant, such as one made 
from pine resin, to minimize moisture loss 
through the needles.

Put it in the container of your choice, as 
long as it’s waterproof, or has a liner to 
prevent leaks. It should be just slightly 
larger than the root ball; a snug fit will help 
maintain proper moisture levels.

Inside the house…

To move the (rather heavy) tree once it’s 
inside, use an upside-down carpet square 
or remnant. (The pile slides easily on 
hardwood floors, preventing scratches, and 
can be left under the container.)

Place the tree near a window, where it 
will remain cooler, and away from sources 
of heat, like fireplaces or heating vents.   
Strings of tiny twinkling lights or LEDs are 
better choices than large lights, which give 
off lots of heat.

Your tree will need water every day, the 
roots must stay moist; it will absorb it 
through the burlap. It should not be in 
standing water, though; poke a finger into 
the soil to test for moisture.

And back outside:

Your tree should be indoors no more 
than 10 days. The warm, dry air will fool it 
into thinking it’s springtime, and it will put 
out new growth. The tender new shoots 
will die, once the tree is back in wintery 
conditions, stunting its future development. 
To help your tree make the transition, 
move it into a cool shed or garage for a day 
or two, giving it time to acclimate.

Planting….

After you’ve moved aside the soil and 
            leaves, and the tree is in the hole,  
           remove the nylon string trussing the 
           root ball. Cut away as much of the 
       surrounding burlap as you can.  (This 
prevents the material from wicking up 
water, causing the roots to dry out.)

Fill in around the base using the 
stockpiled soil, until the earth covers the 
trunk up to the same point it did in the 
field.  (Look for color changes on the bark.) 
Water well, spray the needles once more 
with the antidessicant, and add a 3 inch 
layer of insulating mulch.

For the next few years, until your tree is 
well established, water well during the 
growing season.

Enjoy for many years!
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The Keeper of LosT Things  by ruTh hoganBOOK 
REVIEW

By Bob Fromowitz 
New Windsor Master Gardener 

The Snake Plant (Sansevieria trifasciata), 
common name Mother-in-Law Tongue, is 
native to Africa and Asia. It has upright, slender 
and stiff leaves.  The leaves are channeled 
down the face and rounded on the back.  They 
are usually dark green and banded with lighter 
green, yellow or black.  The plant is tolerant of 
lower light and can be grown inside or outside 
in summer months.  It prefers drier conditions. 
If over watered the leaves will turn yellow as the plant rots. 

The numerous available cultivars include silvery-green non-
variegated plants as well of dark green, nearly black banded 

PEST OF 
THE MONTH indian MeaL MoTh

PLANT OF
THE MONTH snaKe pLanT

A Winter Birding Adventure
By Wilma Amthor 
Bloomingburg Master Gardener

Do you like to watch birds?  Did you 
think you could only find birds in your 
backyard in the winter?  Come join me on an 
adventure to find winter birds.  

As the months grow colder, we note that 
the pretty birds that came to breed and raise 
their young in our area have left for warmer 
climates.  Among those are the warblers, 
flycatchers, ducks, geese and most sparrows.  
These birds need bugs and vegetation or fish 
and small aquatic animals to supply their 
food needs.

Our climate supports birds that mainly 
eat seeds from weeds and seeds from our 
summer garden plants and farm fields.  
Some birds can find insects and seeds in the 
fallen leaves and insects under the bark of 
trees.  Some examples of these are 
woodpeckers, Dark-eyed Juncos, Nuthatches, 
Cardinals, Blue Jays, and Carolina Wrens.  
These are the birds we can lure to our 
backyards with seed feeders and suet cakes.  
A feeder placed on the ground is necessary 
for some of the ground feeding species like 
Juncos and Mourning Doves.

Foods that birds prefer are black-oil 
sunflower seeds, nuts, nyjer and millet.  I 
choose to use seed that does not contain 
millet which is included in most brands of 
mixed seed.  Millet entices House Sparrows 
and they in turn will destroy baby Bluebirds 
and their mothers.  Bluebirds are one of my 
favorite birds and it is heart breaking to 
know you have a clutch of eggs and find 
them destroyed or on the ground.

If you are unable to feed birds where you 
live, you can watch birds at feeding stations 
on South Road along the Bashakill or the 
Museum of the Hudson Highlands in 
Cornwall, NY.

Hawks and owls eat small rodents they 
hunt in open fields and even under the 
snow.  We can go to areas with expansive 
farm fields to see these birds hunting.  One 
such area is the black dirt region of Pine 
Island.  They can also be seen over the 
marshes at Wallkill River Refuge that 
straddles New York and New Jersey.  The 
Shawangunk Wildlife Refuge is another great 
place to watch Northern Harriers and Short-
eared Owls, Red-tailed and Rough-legged 
hawks.  The best time to watch these birds is 
just before dusk around 3:30 to 4:00.  
Northern Harriers can be seen throughout 
the day flying low and hovering over the 
fields.  It is an awesome experience to watch 

them hover above the ground and dive to 
retrieve their prey.

Another of my favorite birds is the Bald 
Eagle (actually an obsession).  They are so 
majestic when flying.  They have made an 
amazing comeback after near extinction 
from pesticides with DDT.  There are many 
nesting pairs in the Hudson Valley.  Fish, 
birds and carrion are their main diet.  Some 
will stay around our area until streams and 
rivers are frozen over and then they tend to 
congregate in large areas that have open 
water such as all along the Hudson River.  
They can be seen along the river at 
Newburgh, Poughkeepsie, Peekskill, Croton 
and numerous other areas where they 
sometimes ride the ice flows on the river 
during the coldest part of winter.  Some 
winters a channel may remain open in the 
Bashakill that allows the eagles to find 
enough fish for their dietary needs.  They 
will stand at the side of the moving water 
just watching for fish to swim by.  You may 
also see them swoop 
down over a shallow 
lake or pond, grab a 
fish in their talons 
and take it to a 
branch or along the 
edge to eat it.  There 
have also been some 
isolated Golden 
Eagles seen in our 
area eating carrion in 
the winter.   At times 
you can see dead 
animals on the ice 
and Bald Eagles 
taking a meal there.  

The Rio Reservoir and the Delaware River 
along route 94 at Lackawaxen both have 
large areas of moving water in winter that 
allows the eagles’ access to their food 
supply.  In late January or early February, you 
might be lucky enough to see eagles begin 
getting their nests ready for the next 
breeding season.  They lay their eggs at the 
end of February in our area to begin another 
season of amazing eagle watching.

In late January you may be able to 
witness thousands of migrating Snow Geese 
move through our area.  In January 2017, we 
had thousands of Snow Geese in 
Middletown and in the black dirt regions of 
Pine Island and New Hampton.  It is an 
amazing sight to see so many birds lift off to 
fly at the same time as though they were all 
connected to a string.  This flock stayed in 
our area to rest for about a week, allowing 
hundreds of people to see them before they 
continued their journey back to the tundra 
to nest in large colonies.

         By Bob Fromowitz – New Windsor Master Gardener  

Indian meal moths are one 
of the most common pests to 
be found in your home.  The 
larvae feed on grain, cereal, 
cornmeal, flour, powdered milk, 
pet food and other foods.

Indian meal moths can enter 
your home as flying moths, in 
packaged food items that have 

been infested or with food bought from an infested store.  The larvae 
can crawl around in the packages feeding on the product.

Indian meal moths have an egg development cycle of 25 to 135 
days.  Female moths usually lay from 300 to 500 eggs, which are 
microscopic.  The moth’s life depends on the temperature and outside 
conditions; in summer, it takes about 6-8 weeks for adult moths to 
develop.  Adult moths are easy to identify. The wings are a pale grey 
and rust bronze folded together; and held by the body when resting.  
The adult moths are mostly nocturnal, attracted to lights, and fly 
around at night.  They lay eggs in grains, flour, cereal, seeds, dried food 
and pet food.  The Indian meal moth usually lives for 6 days.

The larvae are usually dirty white with pink or green hues.  It looks 
like tiny worms with brown heads.  Indian meal moths usually make 
webs in food items.  The larvae can chew through packed food items, 
live on the food and hide in the food products. 

The following suggestions may be useful in bringing an 
infestation quickly under control.

1. Carefully examine all susceptible foods that may have been 
exposed to infested material.

 a. Do not forget bird seed, dog, cat and fish foods. These  
  are often the source of an infestation.

 b. Insects may even be found in paper wrapped products 
  that have not yet been opened in the home. All infested 
  packages should be discarded.  There is no satisfactory 
  way of separating the insects from the food products, 
  flour, or meal.

2. The contents from opened packages that appear to be 
uninfested should be transferred to glass jars with tight fitting 
tops.  It is possible that eggs were laid in these products and 
they may hatch later and lead to a new infestation if not 
contained.

3. Remove all food containers and utensils from the infested area 
(shelf paper may also need to be removed) and clean 
thoroughly, first with a vacuum cleaner and then with soap and 
water.  Special attention should be paid to cracks and corners 
where bits of flour, meal or other products may have 
accumulated.  Remove and destroy cocoons that may be found 
on ceiling of cupboards, or where room walls and ceiling meet.

4. In many cases thorough clean-up will control these insects.  In 
difficult cases, however, a pheromone sticky trap can help to 
catch flying male moths and reduce the numbers of adult 
moths.  Pesticides are usually not necessary.

5. Continue to observe the area for several months after treatment. 
If moths reappear, clean-up may have been inadequate, or 
newly infested packages may have been brought into the kitchen. 

ones. There are always the bright 
yellow banded forms as well as 
cylindrical and miniature “bird’s nest” 
forms. Whatever your likes, there is 
bound to be a Sansevieria that’s 
perfect for you!

With just a tiny bit of care, Sansevierias 
produce offsets freely via stout 
underground rhizomes.  These baby 
plants can then be left in the same pot 

or detached and shared with friends! Occasionally you may 
even be rewarded with a tall and dainty sweet-smelling flower 
stalk in light pink or white.

 Reviewed by Brooke Moore – New Windsor Master Gardener

While technically not a garden book this lyrical novel has at its center a memorial Rose Garden, 
planted with an incredible array of roses.  The book weaves the love of things and gardens through 
the life tales of the characters who live in the house where the garden is.  For a wonderful winter read 
when there is not much plant material to look at this book will carry you away and encourage you to 
plant your own memory garden.
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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

• Remove dead plant material, put diseased material and 
weeds that have gone to seed in the trash, then compost 
the rest.

• Rake leaves from lawn and compost them.

• Clean, sharpen, and oil garden tools before storing them.

• After ground freezes, mulch roses, perennial, strawberry, and 
spring bulb beds.  

• Drain and store garden hoses.  Turn off outdoor water 
spigots to prevent freezing.

• Use anti-desiccant spray on broad-leaf evergreens, such 
as rhododendrons.

• Remember the birds, clean feeders, provide seed and suet. 

• Check indoor plants for proper humidity and any pests. 
Do not fertilize them until spring.  Do not over water  
your houseplants.

• Pot up amaryllis bulbs, water well and allow the soil to dry 
before watering again.  

• Write a wish list of items for the upcoming gardening season.

Fri., Dec. 1 Create a Wreath, Tabletop Tree or Kissing Ball  10 am – 12 pm, or 1 – 3 pm, or 6:30 – 8:30 pm at Cornell 
Cooperative Extension Orange County. Middletown, NY. Cost is $35 per person. ($31.50 for GOC 
subscribers).  Bring a pair of clipper and gloves. To register, call Richard at 845-344-1234, email 
rt449@cornell.edu, or register online at cceorangecounty.org/events. Snow date is Dec. 7. 

Mon., Dec. 4 102nd Annual Meeting & Awards Dinner  Social Hour 6 pm, Dinner at 7 pm, at The Fountains, 40 Sands 
Road, Middletown, NY. Cost is $55 per person. Register online at cceorangecounty.org/events, or call 
344-1234. Please RSVP by November 21, 2017. For more information, call Peggy at 845-344-1234.  

Sat., Jan. 13  Backyard Maple Syrup  9:30 – 11:30 am at Cornell Cooperative Extension Orange County. Middletown, NY. 
Cost is $10 per person ($8 per person for GOC subscribers). Learn how to make real maple syrup as we 
touch briefly on the history of syrup production, discuss tree identification, learn about tree tapping and 
the collection and processing of sap into syrup. To register, call Richard at 845-344-1234, email 
rt449@cornell.edu, or register online at cceorangecounty.org/events.  Snow date Jan. 20.

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!


