
By Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener

Many trees, especially white pines (Pinus strobus), were 
decimated this past winter.  Heavy, wet snow accrued on the 
upper branches, weighing them down onto the lower ones, 
leaving them top-heavy and easily uprooted or snapped off in 
high winds. During one extreme storm, 25 feet of a 75-foot white 
pine broke like a tooth pick and fell into the deep end of our 
pond. It’s a large man-made pond, 50x50, shallow near the inflow, 
slopping to nine feet deep.

Pines create acidic conditions, so leaving the tree in the pond 
would compromise the health of the pond’s fish: grass carp, 
catfish, sunnies and a dozen beautiful large Koi.  We decided 
against hiring a professional arborist because it would be not 
only very expensive but would certainly damage the forest getting 
heavy equipment into the pond and dragging the tree out.  We 
decided to tackle the job ourselves.

The plan was to saw off 
as many limbs as possible 
to lighten the mass so we 
could tow the trunk to the 
shallow side and dispatch 
it with a chain saw.  So, 
when the thaw came, my 
husband grabbed the large 
bow saw, rowed out in our 
canoe and began taking off 
limbs. It soon became clear that the massive trunk would never 
budge, no matter how many branches were removed. We 
calculated the treetop weighed around one, water logged, ton.  
Anyway, sawing the tree from a canoe was ill-advised! 

From my study of boulder-moving techniques, I remembered 
that using a come-along to coax the tree to the shallow end 
might do the trick.  A come-along, or hand winch, is comprised of 
a body and lever arm. This ten pound, $20 tool is operated by 
hand, and can wind cable or rope. Its ratchet is the brake, which 
mechanically keeps the cable or rope from unwinding. 

We borrowed a come-along from Master Gardener Kate 
Honders and began the long but satisfying process of coaxing the 
tree to the shallows where we could stand in the water and 
whittle away at the treetop with a chain saw until it was in small 
enough pieces to manage.  Click by click this massive tree moved 

easily, but slowly, toward where we attached the come-along to 
various large trees on the shore. It was working!  

David rushed back to the house to get the chain saw and hip 
boots.  With the saw whining, he waded out - the spring inflow 
was ice cold - to make the first cut; but the tree was still out too 
far, and when he got into a good position the water rushed in 
over the boots tops.  Undaunted, he finally managed to take off a 
big piece from the top of the tree, and then he waddled back to 
shore. I rushed him to the house and made him sit in a hot 
bathtub to avoid hypothermia.

A quick trip to the store and he was back in the water that 
afternoon with chest- high waders attacking the trunk and 
branches with gusto.  We frequently stopped sawing to winch the 
behemoth closer and closer. We hefted the pieces onto the shore 
and left them there to dry because (lesson learned) dry dead 
wood is easier to lift than waterlogged wood. Several weeks later, 
using a canoe, we ferried pieces to the other end of the pond 
where we tossed them behind the pond berm to become 
one again with the forest.

Three months later, we had ‘disappeared’ the 
entire problem. Thanks, Kate!  We now use 
our own come-along for everything: 
pulling out small trees, bushes and 
the occasional wisdom tooth.
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This month’s editors are Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener and Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener.

Our natural world holds many secrets and wields subtle powers, right under our noses.  We’ve enjoyed revealing a few for you in this issue.
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By Susan Irving, 
Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener

Can we assess if our birches, elms, maples, oaks, pines, cedars, 
willows, and hemlocks will safely co-exist with our families and 
homes when the weather rages?

The main reason for toppling is ‘windthrow’.  Science tells us that 
all trees have the potential to fail given some level of force.  Tree 
trunks act like levers.  Swaying by gusting winds applies force to the 
roots and trunk - the taller the tree, the greater the force. If the 
ground is soaked by torrential rain, or if the tree’s needles or leaves 
are laden with wet snow or ice, the risk of the tree being uprooted or 
snapping increases.  A tree’s species characteristics, its health, and 
its location also make a difference.  

Conditions due to environmental change, not always obvious, 
can undermine.  Trees naturally grow as an integrated part of a 
system comprised of their own species, other species, soil and 
water.  When a tree inside a forest finds itself on the edge of it, or 
when a tree is planted in shallow soil or a rocky area, or as a stand-
alone in a yard, it loses its physical protection of the system that 
kept it from bending very far and it becomes vulnerable to strong 
weather.  

Normally extending 1 – 2.5 times their branches’ radius, healthy 
roots are stabilizers.  Wounds from changes in gradation, drainage, 
compaction, and damage to trunks and roots provide openings for 
infection by wood decay fungi. (Injuries are especially likely to occur 
during  construction.) Since roughly 90% of a tree’s roots are in the 
upper 18-24” of soil, it takes little rain or wind to down a tree if its 
roots are decayed.  We may never notice those roots that are cut, 
crushed or torn, since they may have no obvious signs of damage 
until five to ten years later. 

Why do Trees Topple in Storms?  

Mast Years
By Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener

Mast is the edible vegetative part produced by woody 
plants. Hard mast includes nuts and seeds; soft mast 
includes berries and fruits.   There are years when a regional 
population of trees produces an unusually large quantity of 
mast.  These “bumper crop” years are known as “mast 
years.”  Mast trees synchronize, so all of the trees in a 
region will equally overproduce. Many types of nut-
producing trees experience mast years, including beeches, 
hickories, and spruces.  In the Hudson Valley, the white oak 
is the most familiar when, in some forests, there can be 
more than 100 acorns per square meter.  

What triggers a mast year remains a mystery. Scientists 
have proven that environmental factors are not a trigger. 
Some believe that this evolved as a survival strategy.  
During good mast years, the wildlife population can’t eat all 
the acorns, leaving plenty to sprout and grow.  A second 
hypothesis is that masting trees are trying to maximize 
pollination efficiency. 

Mast years have ecological consequences.  For example, 
the incidence of tick-borne illnesses rises and falls in direct 
relation to the acorn crop.  20 years of field studies have 
confirmed the relationship among acorn mast years, mouse 
outbreaks and, two years later, the prevalence of infected 
ticks.  Many of us remember the 2015 mast year and the 
high incidence of Lyme infection in 2017.

Signs of high-risk trees:
• Increased leaning
• Obvious cracks in the trunk
• Sparse crown, thin foliage and meager bud-set reflect 

root problems 
• Noticeable cracks between buttress roots at base of the 

trunk which indicate decay
• Mushrooms of wood decay fungi on trunk or soil (this 

does not always indicate a tree is compromised.)
• Included bark in co-dominant trunks and major branch 

bases indicates weakness
• Imbalanced limb structure

Professional testing with a Resistograph Drill and Sonic 
Tomograph may provide information about stability but it 
can potentially do harm.  Consult only licensed arborists.
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Taking Care of our Bird Feeders

By Jody Donnelly, New Hampton Master Gardener

Our feathered friends add so much to our gardens, proper 
care of their food and feeders helps to keep our backyard birds 
healthy.

Store your seed in a secure metal container to protect it from 
critters.  Keep it in a cool, dry location away from heat.  Damp 
seeds can grow mold that can be fatal to birds.  Overheated 
seeds can lose nutrition and taste, so it is best not to keep seeds 
from one winter to the next.

Seed feeders should be emptied and cleaned a minimum of 
twice a year, more often in times of heavy use, humid weather 
and after it rains.  If possible, setting feeders up under a 
protected area away from the rain is ideal and can cut down on 
cleaning times.  As mentioned, wet and decomposing seeds get 
moldy, and birds will avoid food that is wet.  Bird droppings and 
other contaminants can also spread infectious diseases.  Take 
your feeder apart and clean it in the dishwasher on hot setting or 
by hand with dish detergent and hot water.  Tossing a handful of 

sand into the feeder and using a brush will help grind away any 
stuck on residue.  Rinse well, then soak it in a bucket of 10 
percent bleach solution.  Rinse again, and allow it to dry 
thoroughly in the sun.  Keep the ground beneath your feeders 
raked up and clean to prevent a build-up of hulls, uneaten seeds, 
and other waste that can spoil.  It is unhealthy for birds as well 
as outside pets.  The waste can also attract unwanted rodents.

Hummingbird feeders should be cleaned at least once a week 
with hot water and a bottlebrush (no soap or detergent).  The 
feeders may be cleaned with a dilute bleach solution but must 
be thoroughly rinsed and air-dried before refilling.  Change the 
sugar water at least every 3 to 5 days to prevent mold and deadly 
fermentation.  Do this more frequently during hot weather.  It is 
not a good idea to put oil or other sticky substances around the 
feeding ports to deter bees as it may contaminate the nectar.

Got Leaves?
By Susan Armistead,  
Blooming Grove Master Gardener

What homeowner can say they don’t have leaves in their 
yard this time of year? There they are and this annual autumn 
shedding is actually a gift! Every year, trees shed their nutrient-
rich leaves which can improve our gardens by providing 
wonderful mulch.

Walking through the woods in autumn, notice how the 
leaves gently pile up underneath the canopy. There they 
decompose over the winter to create humus and build up the 
topsoil. It makes sense to use leaves as mulch in our gardens 
and under our trees and shrubs for that same purpose. It not 
only makes for easier maintenance, but it can also provide 
ground cover in those areas where plants may not grow well. 
Throwing away your leaves by raking or blowing them to the 
curb, or by bagging them and leaving them out for pick up is a 
waste of time and money.

Shredded leaves make a great mulching material, since 
whole leaves can become matted and prevent proper water 
penetration. If you don’t have a shredder, or a mulching mower, 
you can simply use a regular lawnmower for the job. Pile up the 

leaves and run through them with your lawnmower. This will 
shred them sufficiently and they can then be put in your garden 
beds or around the bases of your trees and shrubs.

Remember, mulching leaves recycles a natural resource, 
providing richer soil. And, it’s free!
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Nature’s Woodworker
By Mary Winter 
Rock Hill Master Gardener

Woodpeckers have adapted to fill a particular ecological 
niche.  They, alone, have evolved a fantastic array of 
characteristics that make them fit to protect trees from invasive 
insect pests on which their own survival depends.   

To drill into a tree trunk they have a strong, straight, chisel-
like bill with a hard tip. 

It serves as a combination hammer, chisel and crowbar to 
reach insects under the bark. They also have special feathers to 
cover the nostrils to keep dust and woodchips out of their nasal 
passages. 

Other indispensible features of the head are their thick skull 
to protect the brain, strong head and neck muscles to give the 
required pounding force, and a broad-base bill to spread the 
shock of pounding.

Of course, they must cling to bark on the vertical tree trunk, 
all the while striking with tremendous force. To allow for this 
maneuver, they have very short legs with long curved toes and 
sharp claws. Most birds have three toes pointing forward and one 
pointing back, but woodpeckers have two toes pointing forward 
and two pointing backward so they can firmly cling to the side of 
a tree. 

To counter-balance the force of their pounding, they have 
adapted a stiff tail to use as a brace and strong muscles to 
manipulate the tail. Even when they periodically lose their 
feathers when they molt, the woodpecker’s molting system saves 
a central pair of tail feathers as the last to be lost - so their 
ability to secure food is never lost.

Their insect prey tunnel deeply into a tree trunk.  So, without 
drilling new holes, their extremely long tongues can extend up to 
4 inches and reach far into the tree and lick out their prey. Some 
woodpecker tongues are tipped with barbs enabling them to 
spear insects.  Others secrete a solution that makes the tongue 
very sticky. When not in use, the tongue can be withdrawn into a 
special sheath that wraps around the bird’s skull.

Woodpeckers are a “core” species meaning that many other 
birds depend on them. Woodpeckers make their nests by drilling 
holes in trees, but they do not re-use them. Woodpeckers live 
from 4 to 11 years but carve new nests each year. The old ones 
are used by many small birds (including bluebirds, wrens, 
chickadees, and small owls), and even squirrels.  Woodpeckers 
are nature’s woodworkers building wooden homes for many other 
birds.

by Carole Liantonio, Warwick Senior Master Gardener 

Have your plants, trees, or garbage been attacked by unknown 
critters during the night? You can determine the culprits by 
carefully observing the scene.

Bitemarks - Are the plants chewed? Are the remains clean-cut, at 

45 degree angles? Those culprits must have had incisors; sounds 
like you’ve got rabbits or rodents afoot. Are the edges serrated 
and ragged? Deer have likely been chomping and tugging on the 
plants.

Are there freshly dug holes next to the plants, with bulbs 
missing? Chipmunks or squirrels must have been busy.

Scratchings - Are there wide sections of bark missing from small 
trees? Deer bucks rub their antlers on small trees, removing bark 
in the process.

Ground debris—What about “leftovers” from the feast, like nearby 
scat (poop)? If it’s tubular, it could have come from skunks, 
opossums, raccoons, or bears. Are the droppings M&M-shaped? 
You’ve got rabbits. Small piles of short oblong-shaped scat? Deer. 
Small droppings shaped like pencil-lead? That came from mice or 
chipmunks. 

Garbage—Was your pail tipped over and dived into on the spot? 
Raccoons did the dirty work. Was it dragged into the woods or 
across the driveway, and then scratched open? That’s a bear’s 
calling card.

Tracks left in mud can also help identify your visitors:  

Once you’ve identified the unwanted clientele, banning them will 
be your next challenge. Good luck!

Critter Litter:  
What leftovers from a garden feast tell about the clientele
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Why Rent a Goat (-herd)?
By Renee Stover, Fair Oaks Senior Master Gardener

When I was a kid (pun intended), goats were portrayed in 
cartoons eating cans -  “They’ll eat anything!”  Well, not cans, but 
they do happily eat many plants that humans find difficult to 
control, including invasive species such as phragmites,  the 
incredibly prickly multiflora rose, and some of our native 
nuisances such as poison ivy.  I have a pet goat who seems to 
consider the poison ivy I weed out of my gardens to be 
absolutely delectable.  

Why are goats so good at invasive plant control? They are very 
agile creatures - there isn’t a slope or a rock wall a goat can’t 
climb. They can stand on their back legs and reach seven feet 
high. They will even rest their front hooves on another goat’s 
back to reach up.  Not only will they eat undesirable herbaceous 
and woody plants, their digestive system destroys most seeds’ 
viability, so their droppings do not spread the plants further - 
they merely add valuable organic matter to the soil.

A new agricultural industry has developed in recent years 
taking advantage of goats’ appetites, agility and portable size.  
Herds of goats are transported and then fenced into overgrown 
areas, from public lands to vacant lots. 

Public parks use goats to devour poison ivy and other pest 
plants.  In recent years, goats were integral in the restoration of 
Prospect Park in Brooklyn.  The “cute factor” makes this very 
popular, but the thorough and non-toxic results are desirable 
too.

There are numerous business models for the goat herders.  In 
some cases, the goats are strictly for plant control.  In other 
cases, the goats are being raised for meat, or milk, and the “goats 
for rent” is a side business. The rental fees to landowners for 
installing the herd on their land reduces the goat herders’ 
housing and feed costs.  Rental prices can be prohibitive for 
especially large tracts of land.  However, some farmers and goat 
herders barter with their land, feed crops and goat services.

The Seed – Baby in a Box 
By Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener  

“Natural selection, like commerce, rewards a good product.” 
Thor Hansen 

When you think about it, a seed has mysterious powers.  From 
a planted speck, up pops a huge plant!  But, remarkably, an 
insignificant seed also holds a key to our understanding of how 
the natural and civilized worlds work. 

Plants emerged from sea to dry land around 450 million years 
ago.  Over the next 100 million years, they evolved from 
producing randomly gendered spores that would haphazardly 
find mates, into relying on specialized entities, male   (mobile 
pollen), and female (ovules inside a flower).  Going back to Thor 
Hansen’s quote - a self-sufficient seed is the “product” - holding a 
living plant embryo (the baby), the nutritive tissue (the baby’s 
lunch), and the seed coat - (the box).  A seed is good to go. 

If left to its destiny, a seed can hold out for three conditions in 
order to sprout: water to swell and crack open its coat, correct 
temperature (warmth), and a good location (like soil). During its 
early stages of growth, the embryo/seedling relies on its stored 
nutrition (its lunch) until its tiny leaves begin producing food 
through photosynthesis.

But being portable, protected and well-nourished explains 
only half of the triumphal story of seeds.  The other half comes 
from myriad adaptations to establish themselves in earth’s many 
habitats. They may fly on wings and updrafts, float in fresh and 
salt water, and hitch rides on fur and in guts.

You see, the baby’s “lunch” is coveted by all.  

Unsurprisingly, the animal world recognized a free meal – it 

capitalized, thrived on, and spread seeds worldwide.  Seeds, 
having the most oil and fat-storing energy per weight, are eaten 
by vastly more creatures than those that feast on mature plants.  
But when it comes to looting food from these boxed-up babies, 
no animal is more accomplished than Homo sapiens.  The 
importance of seeds in the human diet and its civilizations 
cannot be overstated.  We take them with us everywhere; planting 
them, nurturing them, and devoting whole landscapes to their 
production - 70% of agricultural earth grows plants just for their 
seeds.  Chocolate, coffee, beer, bread, cornflakes, cotton sheets 
or coumadin, anyone?  

As Steve Jobs famously stated - ‘Design is how it works’.  He 
might wisely have added – ‘A product’s usefulness equals its 
success.’
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Art in the Landscape
By Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener

Site-specific art is artwork created to exist in a certain 
place. Typically, the artist takes the location into account 
while planning and creating the artwork. The term 
“environmental art” often encompasses “ecological” 
concerns but is not specific to them. It primarily celebrates 
an artist’s connection with nature using natural material.

You may take inspiration from some of the many artists 
practicing in the area of environmental art to celebrate your 
own connection with natural materials.  I have chosen a few 
of my favorites to discuss. Several of these artists’ work are 
installed on the grounds of nearby Storm King Art Center. 

Before you proceed with your next project you might feel 
encouraged to spend some contemplative time with your 
space and materials and ignite your own imagination.

Andy Goldsworthy

Goldsworthy’s philosophy is that we, as a collective human species and as an individual, are connected to the ecology of the 
planet Earth. He sees art as something that is constructed or man-made whereas the natural world or nature finds itself devoid of 
human intervention. Goldsworthy convenes with nature and the “natural” landscape and then re-arranges it to create his art. 

 Consider the arrangement of the stones in this work in planning your rain garden or simply placing some mulch around a favorite tree.  

Alyson Shotz - Mirror Fence

Alyson Shotz’s monumental sculptures use materials that range from mirrors, glass, and beads, to steel and wire.  Mirror Fence 
(2003), a picket fence faced in polished aluminum reflects and blends into the surrounding grass.  A former student of physics, the 
artist explores themes of light, gravity, perceptions of space, and the patterns found in nature. 

Using mirrors around your garden can disguise and expand small dark spaces. (Be careful about placement to avoid focusing reflected sunlight onto 
vulnerable areas or flammable material!) 



Maya Lin - Storm King Wave Field

Her minimalist approach to public art is to add something 
that looks like it was not originally there, but somehow belongs. 
“I’m trying to make us very aware of the beauty of the natural 
world in hopes that we will value it and take care of it in a way 
better way…”

The Wave Field might inspire you to create some berms and levels to 
soften and add interest to an otherwise flat expanse.

Isamu Noguchi  - Momo Taro

Momo Taro is an ancient Japanese folk hero who emerged 
from a peach pit to become the son of an elderly couple.

“The sculpture lives as part of a hill. It was the hill that got 
me going, which inspired me.”  Full realization of Momo Taro 
depends on the interaction of visitors, who are invited to not 
just touch, but to enter, to sit, and to unite their bodies with the 
work—to participate in its existence.

Rocks and boulders for contemplating, climbing and sitting. What could 
be better?
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Patrick Dougherty    
 - What the Birds Know

Combining his carpentry skills with his 
love of nature, Patrick began to experiment 
with tree saplings as construction material, 
mostly willow and dogwood. Using 
minimal tools and a simple technique of 
bending, interweaving, and fastening 
together sticks, artist Patrick Dougherty 
creates works of art inseparable with 
nature and the landscape. His sculptures 
evoke fantastical images of nests, cocoons, 
cones, castles, and beehives. 

Next time you’re pruning your forsythia .. 
consider “repurposing” those long stems.

Corneila Konrads

Her work is frequently 
punctuated by the illusion of 
weightlessness, where stacked 
objects like logs, fences, and 
doorways appear to be 
suspended in mid-air, 
reinforcing their temporary 
nature as if the installation is 
beginning to dissolve before 
your very eyes.

Whether you are stacking brush 
or decorating a trellis, there is always 
an opportunity to make it interesting 
and, almost but not quite, deliberate.

Patricia Johanson - Nostoc II

Patricia Johanson was one of the first 
artists to think of art as a means to restore 
habitats and her work is an outstanding 
model for maintaining biodiversity.

Nostoc II emerges gradually in time and 
space, revealing its form as the viewer 
follows roughly circular paths of about 148 
boulders and large rocks set on the ground 
in a 350-square-foot area punctuated by tall 
trees.

The illusion of winding paths and inviting 
patterns can be incorporated into even the smallest 
garden space.



Set in Stone
By Mary Harnick, Middletown Master Gardener

In 1939, mining engineer Oliver Bowles estimated 
there were probably more than 259,000 miles of stone 
walls in the northeastern US. Their story begins with 
glaciers during the last ice age, continues through 
colonial farming eras, and ebbs as farming started 
dying out due to industrialization and western 
expansion.

The task of the first settlers was enormous.  They 
had to remove brambles, brush, and trees, pasture 
livestock, grow crops, and survive!  Initially, colonial 
farmers in New England gave little thought to long-
term fences; what fencing they did utilize was brush 
and excavated tree roots from newly cleared forest 
growth.

After a successful first season of clearing, planting 
and harvesting, the farmers could scarcely believe 
what they were seeing when spring rolled around 
again.  That spring and every spring thereafter, more 
rocks surfaced causing weary farmers to ponder if rocks 
sprouted from seeds and dubbed them New England potatoes.  

However, glaciers are the cause for the many stones found 
throughout woods and farms.  As huge glaciers formed, they 
trapped rocks within them; when glaciers melted, millions of 
tons of rocks were dumped in random places.  With 
deforestation, open fields became much more exposed to 
winter cold.  The cleared ground froze deeper than previously, 
and frost heaves sent more rocks rising to the surface.  Clearing 
stones from fields and pastures became an annual, arduous 
chore for a generation of farm families.

Abundant, but not as versatile or portable as other fencing 
types, field stones were moved to the field edge and tossed 
under existing but deteriorating wood fences.  As forests 
disappeared, precious wood was needed for fuel, not fencing, 
and a new era of stone wall building began. 

Fields, left fallow, have permitted trees to reclaim their 
place.  But abandoned stone wall relics of our agricultural past 
remain steadfast, tucked away in new growth forests, waiting to 
be discovered.  Take a hike through the woods this autumn and 
be amazed.

Debris Fences
By Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master 
Gardener

Warwick artist Daniel Mack has been 
creating rustic work for more than 35 
years exploring the creative process and 
using common natural materials. His 
work and teaching is often about self-
directed activities - making things with 
ephemeral natural materials. 

Lately I have been intrigued by his 
work with “debris fences” that are not 
truly fences at all. They would be more 
appropriately defined as natural assemblages.  For Dan, the idea 
of a debris fence started as an exploration of what might be done 
to recycle limbs, branches, brush and twigs before you call in the 
shredder or fire up the power tools.  The creative challenge was 
how far one could pursue a purely casual form, as well as how 
much or how little would actually define a boundary.  

For the non-purist in the rest of us, however, a debris or brush 
fence or enclosure could have vertical supports made of rebar, 
staggered old tree trunks or bamboo posts. These elements can 

add visual interest as well as structure. The branches and twigs 
could also be further trimmed or woven through the supports. 

While the contemplative and intuitive process of creating a 
debris fence will be a simple pleasure for many of us, the birders 
among us will seize upon the debris fence as a way of providing 
habitat, and the environmentalists will welcome a means to 
recycle natural materials. Stop by the 3 Pines Nature Place at the 
Warwick Valley Community Center on Hamilton Ave. to see more 
examples.
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By Judy Boyd-Persen, Newburgh Senior Master Gardener

Long before I was a master gardener, I received two gifts.  
One was a stow away in a gifted plant.  The stow away was 

Aegepodium podagraria, commonly called gout weed, bishop’s 
weed, and snow-on-the-mountain.  The second present was 
Houttuynia cordata, common names include chameleon plant, 
fish wort, heart leaf, and lizard tail.  They are both ground 
covers that supposedly grow in shade but in my gardens, they 
come up everywhere!  They became the gifts that kept on giving 
and giving.

These plants have one thing in common, they spread by 
massive underground roots and rhizomes that are impossible 
to get rid of.  If one tiny piece of root remains the plant will 
return with a vengeance!  Once these plants are established 
they keep spreading and taking over everything in your garden.  
Sadly, in one garden they have joined forces and I am now 
battling both in the same area.  I have no idea how they got 
together.  Recently I discovered the chameleon plant growing 
out of my retaining wall!  What next!

Both these plants are aggressive and difficult to control, yet 
they are still sold in nurseries and online.  They should be sold 
with the warning,” let the buyer beware!”  Remember, don’t ever 
accept them as a gift, your friend just wants you to suffer from 
the same misery he/she is experiencing.

By Janis Cortright, Montgomery Senior Master Gardener

Vinca minor, also known as creeping myrtle, is a very 
vigorous woody vine. I did not plant the Vinca, but it is on our 
property. Although Vinca is very pretty and sturdy, I wish it was 
NOT on our property. Why? During the 18th century, this 
ornamental plant was brought into the United States from Asia 
and Europe. It has escaped cultivation and  invaded natural 
areas, choking out our native herbaceous and woody plants. For 
the home gardener, it also proves to be a problem because the 
twining stems form dense mats choking out nearby plants, and 
it is very difficult to remove.

I have to start out by saying I love daylilies (Hemerocallis). I 
began collecting them about 25 years ago. I have many cultivars 
and I have been so happy with their diversity and ease of care.  I 
found this gorgeous, full, multilayered orange and red daylily. I 
planted a few. It turns out I chose Kwanzaa. The problem is it is 
so vigorous.  When I tried to remove it, it was strong enough to 
reproduce with a very small piece of the root.  So remember 
when you choose a plant, know what it really is and read about 
it so you know what you have. Similarly-named plants can 
behave very differently.

•  Too Much of a Good Thing

• Beware of Gifted Plants

Plants We Wish We Never Met



By Madelene Knaggs,  
New Windsor Master Gardener

Black bears are impressive animals. Even a 
distant glimpse of one foraging in a woodland is 
an unforgettable experience. However, while 
glimpsing a bear was once unlikely, bears have 
made a comeback. It is important to learn how to 
coexist with them.

The black bear is a stocky animal with short, 
thick legs. Adult males weigh from 150 to 450 
pounds, females weigh from 110 to 250 pounds. 

Black bear habitat is forestland, as well as 
streams, swamps, and rock ledges. Bears prefer 
areas with thick vegetation and abundant food. 
Bears are omnivorous; they eat grasses, fruits, 
nuts, and berries. They also will seek insects, 
scavenge carrion, and raid bird feeders and 
garbage cans. Bears occasionally will prey on 
small mammals.

Young are born in the den during January or February.  Cubs 
weigh 6 to 12 ounces at birth; litter sizes range from 1 to 4 cubs.  
Only females rear the young. Cubs are weaned when they are 
about 7 months old and will remain with the female until the 
second summer of their lives. The young males may travel great 
distances in search of their own territories. Yearling females 
frequently settle near their mother’s home range. 

Black bears are generally shy and usually fearful of humans. 
However, if they regularly find food near houses and areas of 
human activity, they can lose their fear of humans.  Black bears 
are seldom aggressive toward humans.

As the bear population expands, interactions between 
humans and bears will increase. People should learn what to do 
to avoid unnecessary conflicts.  Advertise your presence or walk 
slowly away. Never attempt to feed or attract bears.  Remove 
bird feeders from late March through November. If a bear visits 
a bird feeder in winter, remove the feeder. Wait until the 
morning of collection before bringing out trash. Do not leave 
pet food outside overnight. Store livestock food in airtight 
containers. Do not put meats or fruit rinds in compost piles. 
Thoroughly clean grills after use or store in a garage or shed. 
Never intentionally feed bears. Bears that associate food with 
people may become aggressive and dangerous. 

• Lily of the Valley (Convallaria majalis)
By Carole Liantonio, Warwick Senior Master Gardener

Muguet des Bois sounded so soft and melodious, and I was taken with the scent of this 
lovely old perfume and the pretty little springtime flowers that inspired its maker. The 
descriptions of lily of the valley in the gardening catalogues promised it would be an 
excellent groundcover for my sloping hill, so I added these charming tiny-bell flowers 
into my garden. Within 2 years, I developed a strong case of Gardener’s Remorse. 

The flower is admittedly lovely in the spring, and it acclimated quickly and began to 
fill in the allotted area. But then, it began to creep out in all directions and none of the 
barriers seemed to matter. The plant slipped its underground tentacles beneath deep 
fences, around and into bushes, through gravel, and even under the asphalt driveway! I 
have thoroughly ripped out entire sections, only to have them fill in again within a year! 

A tree fell and the shady hillside became sunny. The lily of the valley nonetheless 
survived, and even flourished. Through weeks of drought and sheets of pouring rain, it 
clings and continues to take over the garden and beyond. It may allow a few weeds to 
grow in its midst (only to taunt me, I think), but mostly its tough roots strangle anything 
within reach. 

So don’t be lured by the sweet scent of this tiny flower. Lily of the valley is one of the 
worst garden bullies! 
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Bitter Greens without Tears
By Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener

The benefit of including leafy greens in our diets has been promoted 
extensively and the popularity of collards, Swiss chard and kale exploded in 
response.  If you or your family have exhausted your repertoire of ways to 
prepare them, or the novelty of these old favorites has worn thin, it might be 
time to ramp things up with a green smoothie.  A green smoothie is simply 
any smoothie with a hearty portion of leafy greens added.

This is a perfect opportunity to branch out and begin experimenting with 
those beet and carrot tops that often end up in the compost pile, if not 
simply left behind at the market.  Perhaps you have heard of the enormous 
nutritional value of dandelion and mustard greens but you can’t tolerate the 
bitter taste. 

A basic smoothie recipe calls for 1 cup of each ingredient.  To counteract 
the bitterness, it is best to start with the sweeter fruits like banana, mango or 
cherries. Removing the leaves or foliage from stringy or fibrous stems will 
vastly improve the texture   You may want to start with less of the bitter 
greens, or you may want to try a mixture with milder greens, but do try 
increasing the ratio of bitter greens with each attempt until you find a good 
balance.  If additional sweetness is needed, try adding honey, a handful of 
raisins, maple syrup or stevia, and don’t forget to try some grated ginger or 
clove, or a sprinkle of cinnamon.

User-Friendly Dried Beans
By Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener

Beans can provide a substantial chunk of your daily vitamins 
and minerals. Folic acid, fiber, iron, even the trace minerals like 
copper, manganese and magnesium are in those tiny little 
gems. Happily, beans cost as little as 99¢ per pound, even less 
when you buy in bulk.

With a little bit of planning you can have both the 
convenience of canned beans AND the benefits that soaked 
beans provide (i.e. less gas).

Here’s how:

1. Place beans in a colander and rinse well. Remove any 
whole or partial beans that are significantly discolored, 
pebbles and clumps of dirt.

2. In a large stockpot add 4 cups of water for every 1 cup of 
beans. One pound of dry beans yields 3-5 cups, 
depending on the beans.

3. If using black beans, add 1 Tbsp whey or lemon juice for 
each cup of dry beans.

4. Allow the beans to sit undisturbed for at least 8 hours, 
or up to 24 hours.

5. Strain in a colander and rinse very, very well with cold 
water. Important!

6. Return the beans to the stockpot and add the same 
amount of water you originally used, plus an extra cup 
for each cup of beans.

7. Bring just to a boil. Turn off the heat and cover. Allow to 
sit undisturbed for 2-8 hours.

8. Strain in the colander and again, rinse very, very well 
with cold water.

9. Return the beans to the stockpot and cover with water 
to at least 2” above the beans. Bring the beans to a very 
low simmer and cook until desired tenderness: 45-90 
minutes for partially-cooked beans, 45 minutes to 2 
hours for fully-cooked beans.  Periodically check for 
doneness, adding more water as needed to ensure the 
beans do not dry out while cooking. When the beans are 
almost done, season with salt and pepper to taste.

10. Drain and allow the beans to cool before storing or 
adding to a recipe.



5 Minute Chocolate Bean Hummus
INGREDIENTS

• 1½ cups cooked garbanzo beans, great northern beans or 
black beans.  (OR 1 can of garbanzo beans, strained and 
rinsed 3 times)

• 3½ - 4 Tbsp maple syrup
• ½ tsp vanilla extract
• ¼ tsp salt
• 4 Tbsp unsweetened baking cocoa
• 2 Tbsp water (optional)

INSTRUCTIONS
1. In a blender or in a food processor, combine all the 

ingredients except water, using just 3½ Tbsp of maple 
syrup.

2. Puree until the mixture is smooth, about 30-60 seconds. 
Add water 1 Tbsp at a time to create the desired 
consistency.  Taste the chocolate hummus and add 
remaining maple syrup if desired.

Notes - from Rachel Moody, CCE Dairy, Livestock & Equine 
Resource Educator

Black beans have a more subtle “bean” flavor and they 
produce a creamier texture, but you can really use whatever 
you happen to have.

If you use canned beans that have salt already 
added, reduce the salt in this recipe to just a pinch.

If you choose garbanzo 
beans, remove the skin 
from the bean first by 
pinching the bean 
between your thumb and 
index finger, and the skin 
will peel off. This helps to 
create a creamier texture.
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Go with the Flow-ers

It is my opinion that 
one key to being a 
successful gardener is to 
adopt a “love the one 
you’re with” philosophy 
when it comes to plants.

A plant in one 
person’s garden might 
spread with too much 
enthusiasm, in another 
garden it is a well-
behaved drift of color, 
and in another it cannot 
take hold at all or it sits 
pathetically in a sad 
little clump.

We may develop a 
passion for a plant that 
just will not live up to its 
potential in our garden, 

despite our best efforts in choosing an appropriate plant and 
providing the plant’s needs.  My advice is move on to a new 
love.  There is a right place for every plant, and we need to 
accept when our place isn’t it!!

Every garden site has its individual characteristics of soil, 
light, temperature, moisture and airflow.  For this reason, it is 
difficult to predict which plants will thrive in any one garden.  

Some plants grow wild in what appears to be unforgiving 
locations.  How often have you seen a tree growing out of a 
crack in the rocks?  Lavenders and poppies grow out of cracks 

in old castle walls.  Sedums grow wild on old tile roofs, with no 
human-engineered soil - just what accumulated over the years.  
Wild cyclamen and hellebores grow in forests. Today I saw a 
raspberry plant, with fruit, growing on a limb of an apple tree, 
about 10 feet above the ground. These plants are in their 
positions by chance.  Nobody but Mother Nature is planting, 
watering or weeding around them. And yet they are thriving.  
Their seeds have been spread by any of a multiple possible 
means, and small percentages have landed in the right spot at 
the right time.  Take a hint from these, and stop struggling with 
plants that won’t cooperate.  Provide the best conditions you 
can with the site you have, and keep experimenting until you 
find the plants that love you back!

By Renee Stover, Fair Oaks Senior Master Gardener
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Flowers: How THey CHanged THe world 
by william C. burger 
Reviewed by Tom FRanco, new windsoR masTeR GaRdeneR

BOOK 
REVIEW

In this informative and entertaining introduction to botany, William 
Burger, curator at the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago, shows 
the paramount significance of angiosperms, that class of plants having 
seeds enclosed within an ovary. Divided into 416 species and making up 
260,000 of 275,000 vascular plant species (94.5%), the evolutionary origin 
of flowering plants is puzzling due to the paucity of the fossil record - 
plants are subject to decomposition so there’s nothing left to study!

Using diagrams and photographs, Burger begins by describing the 
structure and sexual function of flowers and their crucial role in plant 
reproduction. This adaptation allowed plants to escape a watery habitat 
and reproduce in drier locations. Flowers, basically “advertising and 
reward “campaigns, serve to attract an increasingly diverse group of 
pollinators, mostly insects, eager to dine on plant sugars produced as the 
plant converts solar energy to chemical energy during photosynthesis.

More fascinating is the synchronicity between angiosperms and their 
pollinators, as well as their ability to adapt to seasonal change. But it’s 
not all a bed of roses - angiosperms have their enemies - microscopic 
parasites, pathogens, leaf miners and herbivores. In an evolutionary arms 
race, plants have countered with mechanical and chemical defenses.

In conclusion, Burger argues that flowering trees brought about the 
evolution of primates, and ultimately humans, as they abandoned the 
trees for the spreading grasslands. Finally, mankind harnessed the food-
producing abilities of plants to produce an agricultural surplus which led 
to the beginning of civilization. 

An intriguing read!

Tick Control and 6 Other Great Reasons to Consider Guinea Fowl
By Marion Loiola, Highland Mills Master Gardner 

As the deer population continues to explode here in the 
Hudson Valley, alarming information about the exploding tick 
population has become a concern for many homeowners and 
outdoor enthusiasts.  It’s time to put tick defense into play!  
Concerns about safety and the environment have resulted in 
consumers seeking organic solutions to tick eradication. 

Recently, there has been an increased backyard homesteading 
interest in raising chickens and guinea fowl. Chickens and guinea 
fowl are the natural biological enemies of ticks, because they 
both eat ticks.

Although many people may be familiar with the positive 
aspects of raising chickens, many are not as familiar with the 
guinea fowl. Guineas may look like chickens, but they behave 
differently.  Guineas, given free range, will eat mosquitoes, ticks, 
grasshoppers, Japanese beetles and spiders. Guineas will roam 
an entire property and they move faster and fly higher than 
chickens.  

In addition to pest control, guineas are a healthy source of 
food, both eggs and meat.  They easily multiply and are 
monogamous - so get pairs.  They are “friends” with other 
animals and don’t engage in turf battles. Guineas do not scratch 
like chickens, and so most vegetation will be safe, although fresh 
turned soil can provide an inviting dust bath.  Any downsides?  
Some people find their loud squawking to be a drawback.

If you want to add guinea fowl to your homestead, make sure 
to design their habitat so  the flock is protected from natural 
predators, and know their dietary needs.  Most guineas are 
purchased mail order and arrive as day old “keets”.

There are precautions owners need to take regarding 
salmonella infections or Avian Flu. Be knowledgeable about who 
you source your flock from, and check local zoning laws before 
adding these pets to your yard. 

Resources: 

The Center for Disease Control: www.cdc.gov/healthypets/pets/
farm-animals/backyard-poultry.html



PLANT OF
THE MONTH

Stonecrop Sedum kamSchaticum
By Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener  

Now that we know Myrtle communis is invasive and 
Pachysandra is over-planted, Sedum kamschaticum, aka 
Stonecrop, steps in as the perfect “go-to” ground cover and 
“filler” species.  

This shiny-leaved, clump-forming sedum hails from Siberia 
and China, a heritage imbuing a much-appreciated zone 3 
winter hardiness.  It is unassuming, taking a back seat, or 
complimenting a garden bed’s composition, year round.  But 
come mid-summer its pink buds explode into a blanket of 
gorgeous, showy, star-shaped, deep-golden yellow flowers.  

S. kamschaticum fits in and thrives anywhere.  Give it full 
sun to part shade, dry to medium-moist soil and it will 
naturalize.  I find it hassle-free with fast, reliable growth 
requiring only spring clipping of its old flower stalks.  Best of 
all, it tolerates rabbits, deer, drought, erosion, dry soil, shallow-
rocky soil and air pollution.  And, if that’s not enough, it attracts 
butterflies.

The straight species has lance- to spoon-shaped glossy, 
deep-green leaves up to one and a half inches long, coarsely 
toothed towards the tips.  Growing only four to six inches high, 
it spreads to about eighteen inches. It is a beautiful mulch.

Sedum kamschaticum ‘Rosy-Glow’, 12” high, has rose-blue 
leaves and bears pink flowers from late summer to autumn.  

Sedum kamschaticum ‘Variegatum’ has pink-tinted, mid-
green leaves, with cream margins, and yellow flowers, aging to 
crimson.

Sedum kamschaticum ‘Weihenstephaner Gold’ has a trailing 
habit, and produces golden-yellow flowers, which turn orange 
with age.

Try it.  It will work hard for you.  

boxwood Psyllid - Psylla buxi
By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master GardenerPEST 

WATCH

Boxwood psyllid (Psylla buxi) is a common pest of boxwood. 
American boxwood is more susceptible than English boxwood. 
It is prevalent in temperate regions of the country.  Boxwood 
psyllid damage is primarily aesthetic, and generally will not 
affect the overall health of the plant.  The identifying 
characteristic of an infestation is the presence of cupped new 
terminal leaves, caused by the piercing and sucking of sap by 
the psyllids.  The nymphs will be visible inside the cupped 
leaves although the most obvious sign is the waxy filaments 
and secretions they produce. The affected leaves are weakened 
and will usually fall off after about one year.

Management strategies include a range of options 
depending upon the degree of infestation:

Do nothing - Psyllid damage is primarily aesthetic, so light 
infestations will produce only scattered leaf cupping.  Monitor 
plants each spring because numbers can increase over time.

Mechanical control - Prune and destroy infested tips in 
winter or early spring before eggs, which are laid in the bud 
scales, hatch.

Insecticides – Apply insecticidal soap or horticultural oil 
when new growth begins.  Cover all leaf surfaces.  Pay special 
attention to the inside of the cupped leaf where the nymphs are 
prevalent.  Check several days after treatment to see if live 
nymphs are still present and retreat if necessary. 

Chemical Controls –for use in severe infestations.  Consult a 
local garden center or Extension personnel for 
recommendations.
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   WHAT’S HAPPENING
Tues., Oct. 16 Botanical Papermaking  10:00 am – 12:00 pm at 

Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY. 
Learn the ancient art of making paper using a variety of botanical additives and recycled materials. Cost is $30 
per person.*

Sat., Oct. 20 Milk Soap  9:00 am – 1:00 pm at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY. Learn the basic techniques for 
making soap using milk in this workshop. Must be 18 years or older. Participants will make soap to take home. 
Cost is $45 per person.*

Sat., Oct. 27 Plants with Winter Interest  1:30 PM – 2: 30 PM at Woodbury Library. Call 845-928-6162.

Sat., Oct. 27 Gluten Free Cooking  9:00 AM – 1:00 PM at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  Learn how to 
manage a gluten-free life.  We will demonstrate a variety of recipes for you to sample.  Cost is $20 per person.* 

Sat., Nov. 3 Botanical Drawing, 10:00-1:00 at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  Cost is $20 per person.  
Must be 18 or older.  Illustrate a flower using color pencils. Review drawing basics: form, tone and color; 
become familiar with drawing materials; observe your subject; and do a tonal drawing before finishing it with 
color. A material list for you to purchase will be provided upon registration. Cost is $20 per person.*

Thurs., Nov. 8 Making Beef Jerky, 6:00 PM – 9:00 PM at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  Learn how to 
make beef jerky that is flavorful and safe to eat.  Cost is $20 per person.*

Sat., Nov. 17 Pie Making, 9:00 AM – 1:00 PM at Cornell Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY.  Learn to make great 
homemade pies, and take home your pie creations.  Must be 18 years or older.  Cost is $30 per person.

Fri., Nov. 30 Creating Wreaths, Tabletop Trees & Kissing Balls, 10AM-12PM, 1PM-3PM, 6PM-8PM at Cornell 
Cooperative Extension, Middletown, NY. Snow date: December 7th. Create your choice of one of these 
lovely holiday decorations to make and take home to display. Cost is $35 per person ($31.50 for GOC 
subscribers).*

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!

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.

GARDEN HELPLINE

GARDENER’S CHECKLIST 
 OCTOBER & NOVEMBER 2018

• Clean up the flower and vegetable gardens.  Add organic matter.
• Place stakes in ground for plants needing burlap protection for the winter.
• Plant garlic.
• Plant early-blooming spring bulbs.
• Lift tender bulbs such as dahlias and cannas after the first frost and store in a cool, dry 

location for the winter.
• Continue to water newly planted trees and shrubs until the ground freezes.
• Mulch recently planted trees, shrubs and perennials.
• Divide and cut back perennials that bloom in the spring and summer.
• Continue mowing the lawn until it stops growing.
• Mulch leaves that have fallen on the lawn.
• Turn the compost pile and add leaves that have been raked.
• Clean garden tools.  Oil and sharpen them before storage.
• Drain and store hoses.
• Bring houseplants indoors.
• Remove fallen leaves and debris to protect from overwintering 

of insects and disease organisms from all garden beds 
• Complete final weeding.
• Dry and save seeds.
• Obtain seed/plant catalogs and begin planning for next spring.

* - Register online at cceorangecounty.org, or call Jill at 845-344-1234, or email jd863@cornell.edu.


