
By Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener Volunteer

This time of year is filled with many celebrations and 
traditions, bringing friends and family together, and 
showing our appreciation by 
exchanging gifts and sharing 
time and meals.  But it is easy to 
get swept up in the bustle and 
busyness of the holiday season.  
I suggest we take the time to 
notice the seasonal change that 
inspired many of today’s 
festivities.

The winter solstice, also 
known as midwinter, marks the 
day when the earth’s axis begins 
to tilt back toward the sun in the 
Northern Hemisphere. It occurs 
on December 21 this year.  
While the solstice is technically 
the beginning of winter, the term 
midwinter feels a more apt 
moniker because it marks the 
longest night of the year, the 
time when the summer feels the 
farthest away.  Before the advent 
of the continual food supply we 
enjoy today, the start of the 
winter was a time when many 
people faced several months 
with limited food supplies and 
experienced uncertainty about 
the coming growing season.  
Therefore, throughout history 
and across cultures, this time of 
year has been celebrated as a 
time to give thanks for the 
harvest and to welcome the 
return of the sun.  

It often takes time after the solstice to appreciate the 
lengthening days and experience a sense of life returning 
to nature.  However, winter is the perfect time to deepen 
your relationship with these changes and to find 
inspiration in the myriad signs of life tucked in our frozen 
landscape.  I encourage you to spend some time outside 
as often as possible.  The length of time you spend 
outside matters less than the quality of your attention.  
Deepening attention to the life that is still present in the 
middle of the dormant season fosters an appreciation of 
aspects of life cycles that are often overlooked in our 
busy society.

Additionally, the winter solstice is a time to spend in 
introspection, taking stock of what has worked and what 
needs changing.  Taking some time outside each day can 
quiet the mind and broaden one’s attention, cultivating a 

mindfulness that can permeate 
all of one’s endeavors.  Since 
much of the natural world is 
quiet now, it is easier for us to 
spend time in tranquil 
observation and connection with 
what surrounds us.

I have spent most of the 
past twenty-five years building a 
practice of deeply observing 
nature with a daily walk, and 
winter is by far my favorite time 
for this activity.  The calmness in 
nature helps me to quiet my 
mind and allows me to expand 
my attention and my vision.  
Studying the world with a quiet 
mind has allowed me to see 
parts of the environment that I 
would have otherwise 
overlooked.  Have you ever 
noticed that trees set their buds 
in the fall and spend all winter 
tightly curled up, waiting for the 
perfect time to unfurl and start 
growing?  When I look at trees in 
winter now, I no longer see trees 
that look dead, but instead 
witness life patiently biding its 
time to continue growing.  
Looking at weed seed heads 
makes me appreciate the 
numerous ways nature has 
devised to get seeds dispersed.  

Whether it is the tight packed seeds in a teasel flower 
head or the cottony tuft around a milkweed seed, I find 
myself marveling at the spectacular engineering in nature 
and inevitably come away with a profound appreciation 
of where I live.

Take some time this solstice to develop the 
interrelationship you have with nature and let the 
profound and subtle changes you experience percolate 
out into other parts of your life and keep the deeper 
connection with nature with you throughout the coming 
year.
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Hoop Houses and Tunnels for Home Gardeners
By Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener Volunteer

Think of a hoop house as a lightweight mini 
greenhouse that allows gardeners to comfortably enter 
and tend plants.  A hoop house can extend the garden 
season because it holds in heat, keeps soil warmer longer, 
limits weather damage and helps hold in moisture. 

Tunnels protect from frost in Spring and Fall as well as 
providing cooler shade during hot summer months. High 
tunnels are often used for extending the garden season 
for cool weather vegetables (salad greens, spinach, kale, 
broccoli, brussel sprouts and root crops) as well as 
managing soil temperature and preventing temperature 
fluctuations.

Before you begin, get specific about what you want to 
accomplish. Do you want to extend the garden season or 
are you looking for a small space to nurture seedlings?  
Do you envision a hoop house you can walk into? Are you 
thinking about a large high tunnel greenhouse or a home 
garden hoop house?  Do you plan to make roll-up sides 
to regulate heat? Do you want to permanently seat your 
hoop house in ground or on raised beds? Would you 
prefer to make it moveable, rolling or removable? What 
kind irrigation will you be using? What is your materials 
budget? Most importantly, develop a plan for planting.

Now consider the site, orientation and location of your 
hoop house.  Is it convenient? Is there a water source 
available?  Are there structures or trees that will interfere 

or compete for light or soil nutrients? Ventilation is most 
often accomplished by raising the sides of the house so 
orient your hoop house so the ends align with prevailing 
winds for maximum ventilation.  Keeping the hoop house 
warm isn’t as important as minimizing temperature 
fluctuation. 

Drip irrigation is preferred for watering plants in high 
tunnels. Water is efficiently and precisely delivered to the 
plant at its root zone. Water pooling is not a problem, and 
weeds and diseases can be minimized. Is there a water 
supply nearby?

Plant spacing is important when developing your plan. 
When spacing is too close, the plants can overrun the high 
tunnel. Consider hanging plant pots from the purlins 
(purlins are horizontal pipes that link the hoops together, 
adding strength). Trellising can be used for cucumbers or 
tomatoes (from crossbraces, or metal bows) if their weight 
can be supported.

PVC piping, heavy gauge plastic and two by fours are 
the most common construction materials, although metal 
pipes can be used if a method for bending them is 
available to you.

Online instructions for building hoop houses abound.  
(An excellent tutorial from the “This Old House” series is 
available at the following site https://www.thisoldhouse.
com/how-to/how-to-build-high-tunnel-greenhouse

Extending the Gardening Season
By Edie Sherman, Crawford Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

About this time of year, I become saddened by the 
end of my fresh vegetable offerings and the conclusion of 
my gardening season.  After much research I have found it 
is possible to extend our growing seasons at the 
beginning of spring and into the winter.

First, a structure of some sort is needed.  I have a 
raised bed which is covered with an elevated plastic 
covered frame. Other suggestions include low tunnel 
structures that can be found at most garden websites, 
using hay bale cold frames with plastic covers, or adding 
heavy mulches or row covers to your beds.  The goal is to 
keep the temperature inside the structures warmer than 
the outside temperatures, with opportunities to vent the 
warm air on winter days with lots of sunshine. The cold 
frames will require venting if the temperature goes above 
50 degrees.  Incidentally, 50 degrees is the ideal 
temperature for seed germination.  The trick is for the 

beds to get adequate sun to warm the soil and to keep 
the seedlings protected from the elements.

Some of the vegetables which are suggested for these 
extended season methods are: spinach, carrots, beets, 
potatoes, turnips, broccoli, kale, collards, kohlrabi, leeks 
and lettuce.  These crops can all be planted by seed and 
provide an extended fall crop or an early jump in the 
spring.  We were eating fresh cut greens and carrots from 
my cold frame as early as the end of April last year from 
seeds that were started mid-March.

Check out Cornell Garden-based learning fact sheet 
called “Extending the season” to learn how to build your 
own cold weather growing structures and further 
gardening suggestions on how to extend the gardening 
season, or read Four-Season Gardening by Elliot Coleman 
reviewed later in this newsletter.

Happy gardening to all - I hope you find success in 
extending the garden season.

https://www.thisoldhouse.com/how-to/how-to-build-high-tunnel-greenhouse
https://www.thisoldhouse.com/how-to/how-to-build-high-tunnel-greenhouse
https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/blogs.cornell.edu/dist/f/575/files/2016/04/Extending-the-Season-1zc6nw0.pdf
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By Carole Liantonio, Warwick Senior Master Gardener 
Volunteer

Man has been observing the movement of the earth 
in relation to the heavenly bodies for thousands of years. 
From the placement of stone monuments, there is 
evidence of a long awareness of both the winter and 
summer solstices by peoples from all over the globe. 
Newgrange, one of the oldest of these monuments, is a 
mound that was likely built around 3200BC as a burial 
ground in Ireland. At dawn on the day of the winter 
solstice, a beam of sunlight illuminates a small room 
inside the mound for 17 minutes. 

Another indication of knowledge of the sun’s path was 
found in Chaco Canyon, New Mexico. Although it no 
longer records the solstice due to shifts in the rock, it is 
an amazing example of early knowledge of the solstices. 
Over 1000 years ago, the Anasazi people carved spiral 
pictographs on the walls of a cavern, and situated pieces 
of granite above it in such a way that, during winter and 
summer solstices, a wedge-shaped beam struck the 
pictographs at midday. The summer solstice cut the 
largest spiral down the middle, while during the winter 
solstice, two wedge-shaped spears appeared on either 
side of that same spiral. Has our knowledge of the science 
of the solstice grown in more recent times?

In 2019 the winter solstice arrives here in Orange 
County, NY, and throughout all of the Eastern Standard 
Zone, at 11:19 pm on Saturday, December 21st (4:19 am in 
Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) on 12/22/19).  
According to the Latin translation of “solstice,” this is 
when “the sun stands still.” The Latin may be correct, but 
the science of the translation is not exactly true. The 
winter solstice is actually the point at which the earth’s 
axis (in the Northern Hemisphere) is tilted the farthest 

away from the sun. Then, after 11:19 pm on December 
21st, the continued rotation of the earth around the sun 
has the effect of beginning to tilt the Northern 
Hemisphere back toward facing the sun more directly, 
slowly leading to longer days. 

What effect does the winter solstice’s 23° tilt away 
from the sun have on our Northern Hemisphere? At the 
winter solstice, we have the longest night of the year – 
13.5 hours of darkness, to be exact. Doing the math, this 
means 10.5 hours of daylight, which is the reason many 
plants and animals hibernate during this time. It could be 
worse. Above the Arctic Circle, the sun does not rise at all 
at winter solstice, and nighttime is a full 24 hours!

The winter solstice is the darkest time of the year. 
What does this mean for gardens? In the past, scientists 
believed it was the length of days that affected the 
flowering of plants, but now it is understood that plants’ 
reaction to the length of exposure to darkness is what 
governs the biological timing of flowering. Some plants 
flower when the nights are short; some plants flower when 
the nights are long. For 
example your poinsettia is a 
long night/short day plant. If 
you want it to flower near 
the winter solstice or 
Christmas, you will need to 
replicate the 13.5 hours of 
darkness for several weeks 
leading up to that time by 
closeting it in the dark for 13.5 
hours each night. 

Does the winter solstice 
turning point mean that 
warmer weather lies ahead? 
Yes, but not for several 
months. Soil and water holds 
in the atmosphere’s heat from 
the warmer months, even while 
air temperatures drop, so 
December is usually only the 
start of the colder days of 
winter. As the stored heat cools 
and the low angle of the sun 
causes much of its warmth not 
to be absorbed by the soil, the 
coldest part of winter arrives. It 
is safe then to assume that 
December 21st will not be the 
coldest day of this winter. In 
fact, weather records in Orange 
County, NY, show that January 
is the coldest month. It has 
more below-zero days than any 
other month, the lowest 
nighttime temperatures 
(average 17°F), and is usually 
the snowiest month as well! 
Second place for all these 
statistics? February. Brrr! You 
don’t need science to tell you 
it’s time to get out the wool or 
down blankets and some nice 
warm mittens.

Science of the Solstice

Newgrange

Spiral petroglyhs at Chaco Canyon
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By Carole Liantonio, Warwick Senior Master Gardener 
Volunteer

“Less work,” “Hardier plants,” “Lower cost.” OK. I 
admit - you had me at “Less work.” Reading and hearing 
comments about winter sowing over the years has piqued 
my interest. If the idea appeals to you of making an effort 
very early in the season, and not having to do anything for 
the next few months, then read on.

Winter sowing replicates how nature treats self-sowing 
plants and those that may be planted in the fall for spring 
germination. If a seed packet says “needs pre-chilling,” 
“stratify,” “freeze,” “refrigerate,” “self-sows,” “sow in 
autumn or before first frost,” or “hardy perennial or 
annual,” it may be planted in this way.

Winter sowing involves creating mini-greenhouses, 
using recycled milk containers without their caps, salad 
containers, or any similarly clear or semi-clear plastic 
containers. Each container should be cleaned, then 
prepared for planting by adding drainage holes on the 
bottom and a few transpiration holes on top. Over the 
winter, the planted containers will be outdoors through 
rain, snow, freezing weather, and thaws. They will get 
water from rain, melting snow, and condensation. When it 
is sunny out, the containers will heat up and will need the 
transpiration holes to ensure that the inside doesn’t 
overheat and kill the seeds. 

Once the containers are prepared, partially cut open 
the ones that don’t have lids, such as milk cartons and 
soda bottles. Leave a hinge to keep the top and bottom 
of the cartons and bottles attached. Pre-moisten the all-
purpose potting soil that you will be using. It is best to 
use soil that doesn’t contain fertilizer but does contain 
natural loosening agents such as perlite or coir. Fill each 
pot with 2 to 3 inches of soil, then lightly spread seeds on 
the soil—not too many or their roots will entwine once 
they do sprout. Cover the seeds with a sprinkling of soil, 
then press down gently so they make contact with the 
soil. 

Mark each container with the name of the seed that is 
planted inside, using a paint marker or a pencil-marked 
wooden popsicle stick on the inside. You don’t want to 
have containers filled with mystery sprouts in the spring.

Using a small one-inch piece of duct tape, lightly 
attach the tops of any loose-fitting containers, as well as 
to the milk cartons and bottles.

Move the containers outside to a sunny, uncovered 
area that’s not windy. If you are transporting them and 
leaving them in a tray or box, be sure that the tray or box 
also has drainage holes.

Next step: Relax and enjoy the next few months. Your 
winter sowing is virtually done. Without grow lights or 
indoor space-devouring containers, your seeds are 
happily surviving the winter outdoors and preparing for 
spring. Freeze–thaw cycles make stratifying hard-coated 
seeds unnecessary.

December/January planted seeds may begin to sprout 
outdoors in March/ April. Check 
the containers then. Once 
seeds start to sprout, just be 
sure the seedlings don’t dry 
out, get flooded, or overheat. If 
necessary, water gently, make 
additional drainage holes, or 
add additional transpiration 
holes (the ones on top). When 
the sprouts outgrow their 
containers and the ground soil 
is thawed, they may be directly 
sown into the garden without 
hardening off, since they have 
been outdoors their entire 
lives. 

And that is how a little work 
in winter can make a big 
difference come springtime.

Winter Sowing

Flowers

Anise hyssop (Agastache foeniculum)

Bellflower (Campanula spp.)

Columbine (Aquilegia spp.)

Foxglove (Digitalis spp.)

Hollyhock (Alcea spp.)

Joe Pye weed (Eupatorium spp.)

Larkspur (Delphinium spp.)

Tobacco (Nicotiana spp.)

Vegetables and Herbs

Broccoli (Brassica oleracea var. italic)

Brussels sprouts (Brassica oleracea var. gemmifera)

Cilantro (Coriandrum sativum)

Common sage (Salvia officinalis)

Creeping thyme (Thymus serpyllum)

Kale (Brassica oleracea var. acephala)

Lavender (Lavandula spp.)

Oregano (Origanum vulgare)

Peas (Pisum sativum)

Spinach (Spinacia oleracea)

December/January Winter Sowing
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By Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener Volunteer

A new year is a blank slate, waiting to be filled with 
plans and hopes and dreams.  
Many people choose to start the 
new year with a list of resolutions - 
goals they hope to reach, personal 
changes they would like to create, 
and commitments to deepen 
relationships.  The idea of a fresh 
start is enticing and exciting.  But 
how do we measure the progress 
we make in meeting our goals?  
Journaling is an excellent way to 
keep track of where we are in our 
journey and what we’ve learned 
along the way.  Consistent 
journaling gives us the opportunity 
to see patterns in our behaviors 
that helps us improve.  Setting 
aside that little bit of time for 
reflection can give one clarity and 
it helps us to see important 
patterns and connections that are 
part of everyday life.  Creating a journaling practice can 
also have benefits similar to meditation, providing a quiet 
time for getting centered in oneself and becoming more 
balanced.

The same benefits and principles apply when starting 
a garden journal.  Creating a garden journal will give you 
information that you can’t find in any other resource - 
what happened on your piece of land when you planted 
certain plants and took care of them in a specific way.  A 
garden journal will chronicle your successes, failures and 
what you learned along the way.  Also, committing to a 
consistent journaling practice will help you spend some 
time in your yard and garden every day, deepening your 
observations and strengthening your connection to 
nature.

While it is useful to know what USDA hardiness zone 
you’re in, any property is filled with numerous 
microclimates, each of which deserves individual 
consideration.  I live on three-quarters of an acre in village 
limits and I have at least six different microclimates in this 
tiny patch of land.  These microclimates are full of 
variations in sunlight, humidity, rainfall, wind and 
temperature.  Learning to discern the different 
microclimates and appreciating the subtle boundaries 
between two contiguous areas has informed many of my 
decisions about which plants will probably thrive where.   
I have learned which parts of my yard tend to stay moist 
and which are almost desert-like in their dryness.  I have 
found the perfect place to grow strawberries and a sunny, 
south-facing spot that is sheltered from wind that is ideal 
for a beehive.

Taking the time to keep records and observing what 
happens in my yard year after year has given me insights 
into how my tiny scrap of the world is evolving. My lot is 
75’ wide and I have a silver maple tree in my backyard.  
When I moved here nearly 30 years ago, this tree was 20 
feet tall, casting a little shade in back of the house.  This 
tree now towers over the house, at least 70 feet tall with a 
crown approximately 40 feet wide.  One quarter of my 
backyard has evolved from a sunny lawn to a shady forest 

floor over that time.  And the runoff we used to 
experience in rainstorms no longer reaches the patio - it’s 
all absorbed by the tree roots.

This massive tree also casts 
afternoon shade on part of what 
used to be my full-sun vegetable 
garden.  Over time, I have 
changed where I plant my 
tomatoes, moving them farther to 
the east, away from the ever-
growing shadow of the maple and 
I now plant only herbs and greens 
in the beds that get that afternoon 
shade.  I can grow lettuce much 
longer into the summer season in 
these shaded beds and I don’t 
have to worry about it bolting.  
The shade keeps the beds cooler 
as well as protects them from 
strong afternoon sun, therefore 
they need less water to thrive.

Another benefit of recording 
conditions in my garden is a 

greater ability to keep track of pests and diseases.  
Understanding what pathogens are in your soil and which 
insects favor which plants and at what time of year is 
indispensable knowledge.  Since I am unwilling to use 
chemicals in my garden and I seem to have a very robust 
population of flea beetles, I know I won’t even try growing 
eggplant in my garden.  I have tried all the natural ways to 
rid my plants of flea beetles, even employing radishes as 
a trap crop around individual plants.  Keeping detailed 
records for a few years of my attempts to solve the 
problem of flea beetles has allowed me to reluctantly 
cede victory to the flea beetles and focus on growing 
other vegetables instead.

Another common pest in most vegetable gardens is 
the Japanese beetle.  A few years ago, the conditions 
were perfect for a population swell in Japanese beetles 
and we received many phone calls on the Garden 
Helpline about the troublesome pests.  But when I went 
out into my own vegetable garden, I didn’t see the 
damage I kept expecting to encounter.  Instead, I saw 
most of the Japanese beetles congregating on the Virginia 
Creeper that grows along the northern fence of my 
garden.  While the beetles were feasting on that plant, 
they weren’t able to do enough damage to impact its 
growth that summer or in subsequent seasons.  Now I 
have confidence that the Japanese beetles will stay on 
the Virginia Creeper and not bother the rest of my garden.

Garden journals can be either in the form of a 
narrative or as progressive maps.  There are numerous 
garden journals available, though I prefer a blank, gridded 
notebook for myself.  Be willing to experiment and find 
what works best for your style of thinking and gardening.  
Careful observation and consistent records have helped 
me understand and appreciate the dynamic, living 
ecosystem that constitutes my yard and garden and have 
inspired me to learn ways I can enhance those 
relationships and be more a part of them.  It is my hope 
that sharing part of my experience will encourage you to 
cultivate a more reflective exchange with the vital systems 
that create your landscape.

Solstice as a Time for Garden Journaling and Reflection
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By Carole Liantonio, Warwick Senior Master Gardener 
Volunteer

The stillness of winter after a snowstorm or the quiet 
of a grey day allow us to pause from our hectic schedules 
and reflect. Wouldn’t it 
be great to do this all 
through the year? 
Somehow, when the 
gardening tasks of 
spring, summer and fall 
are upon us, those 
moments seem to slip 
away and we forget. 

While we have a 
chance, though, let’s 
plan for ways to 
incorporate that peace 
into our gardens, so we 
can remember to “stop 
and smell the roses…”

There are many 
types of gardens that 
engender this serenity. 
You might add a 
Japanese Zen garden or 
a small-sized labyrinth or maze to a section of your 
landscape or work some Chinese feng-shui principles into 
your current design. 

Japanese Zen Garden 
Asymmetry and simplicity (even austerity) are what 

brings the aura of calm and tranquility to the traditional 
Japanese Zen garden. Although Zen Buddhism was 
introduced to Japan in the 12th century, Japanese rock 
gardens pre-date this practice by many centuries, and 
many of the elements of these rock gardens were 
incorporated into the Japanese Zen garden. Each 
element—rocks, plants, sand or gravel, water features, 
bridges, lanterns, and fences—is mindfully selected to 
create a simple, unified arrangement. 

Rocks - Rocks often appear in groupings of 3, 5, or 7. 
The placement of the three is in the shape of a scalene 
triangle, viewed from 
the side or from the 
top down. The widest 
part of each rock is face 
down, and buried in 
the ground, never 
undercutting toward 
the ground. Placement 
is permanent and is 
sometimes expected 
to be ultimately 
covered in moss. 

Plants - Far fewer 
plants are featured 
than in Western 
gardens. Like the 
rocks, the plants are 
often placed in groups 
of 3, also following a 
scalene triangle plan at 
the base. Three 

different plants (shrubs or trees) are selected with varying 
mature heights, shapes, and textures. Pruning is most 
important for these stand-alone specimens. Pruning often 
removes the bottommost growth, leaving much of the 
sinewy trunk and branches exposed. This intentionally 

outlines the tree or 
bush, giving rhythm and 
movement to its 
appearance. Think of 
the flow of a bonsai 
applied to in-ground 
plants and trees. Some 
plants, such as weeping 
cherry trees, are 
selected to flow over 
walls or move in the 
wind. Each plant, even a 
conifer, is meticulously 
tended to keep the 
garden free of 
undergrowth and low 
branches. 

Sand or Gravel - 
Raked gravel is almost 
always used in the 
Japanese Zen garden. 

The patterns raked into the gravel represent flowing water 
and create the illusion of distance. If using sand instead, it 
is important to use coarse sand so it doesn’t blow away 
easily. Prepare the site by leveling off the area, then 
adding a layer of coarse gravel, then at least 2 inches of 
concrete or mortar. This keeps the sand unmuddied and 
prevents weeds. Add drainage holes for rainwater to 
escape. When dry, lay 1-and-¼ to 4 inches of sand on top. 
Patterns raked in need to be at least 2 inches deep to 
effectively represent water. 

To learn more about other features in Japanese 
gardens, see books by Yoko Kawaguchi or visit the 
websites of various Japanese Zen gardens throughout the 
world.

Labyrinths or Mazes
Tales of ancient labyrinths in caves and under the 

ground trace back 
more than 2000 years 
to Egypt, Greece, 
Rome, and Crete – all 
have stories of the 
mysteries and dangers 
of labyrinths, with or 
without a legendary 
Minotaur. The patterns 
of labyrinths appeared 
on ancient Etruscan 
wine jugs in the 6th 
century, on walls and 
in pavements in 
12th-century Italy and 
France, and as turf 
mazes and floral 
labyrinths throughout 
Europe at least as 
early as the 16th 
century. In 1583, Jan 

Designs for a Contemplative Garden
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Vredeman de Vries (of Antwerp) reproduced 9 designs of 
labyrinths in his early horticulture book “Hortorum 
Viridariorumque Formae.” Renaissance gardens used 
single path or many branch labyrinths in their meandering 
formal gardens as a charming, relaxing pastime. Following 
the path of a labyrinth requires the single-minded focus 
of a walking meditation. 

To build your own labyrinth, begin by choosing a 
design or creating your own 
pattern. Clear and flatten 
the area chosen for your 
labyrinth, then mark the 
pattern, allowing 3 feet 
between the lines of the 
design. For a garden 
labyrinth, dig the pathway 
to be 2 feet wide, and toss 
the removed soil onto the 
line of the pattern. This will 
be where you plant in a 
1-foot-wide raised bed. 
Begin this process in the 
center of the design, which 
can be planned to contain a 
bench, large container, 
statuary, or sundial, and 
work your way to the outer 
edges. The pathway can be 
paved, or covered with 
mulch, gravel, or wooden planks. The raised bed edges 
can be defined with plastic edging, wood, or stones, or 
left to blend into the pathway. 

Many formal labyrinths were planted with boxwood, 
but perennial herbs, such as thyme or germander, require 
only a onetime financial outlay and low maintenance. Or, 
for even less upkeep, you can replicate the stone 
labyrinths of Scandinavia.

Feng Shui in the Garden
You may have heard of applying the Chinese method 

of Feng Shui in the home, but it can also extend out into 
your garden as well. Feng Shui focuses on the free 
movement of ch’i in the environment. Think of ch’i as the 
energy or spirit that is alive in each of us and in all of our 
surroundings. You may not be aware of the terminology, 
but you have probably felt 
the ch’i of different places. 
For example, when you walk 
in midtown Manhattan, or 
most large cities, there is a 
hyper, almost frantic energy 
(ch’i) in the air. Contrast that 
with walking on a country 
lane next to a stream or 
open field. The energy (ch’i) 
is noticeably gentler and 
more relaxed there. Our 
bodies respond to each of 
these places differently. 

Feng Shui is the art and 
science of designing or 
re-designing your 
surroundings to provide the 
energy needed to bring 
balance and positivity into 
your life. To apply Feng 

Shui principles in your garden, you first need to walk 
around the entire area to discover if or where there may 
be problems with the flow of ch’i. You will be looking at 
your garden intuitively, not just with your eyes, but also 
sensing the feeling each area brings to you when you 
walk. Are there any parts that feel crazy or out of control 
or claustrophobic? The ch’i in those places is probably 
overactive or moving too fast. Are there areas which feel 

dull or boring or where 
nothing is happening? The 
ch’i in those places is 
probably sluggish or 
stagnant. Is one area your 
favorite spot that makes 
you feel great? The ch’i in 
that spot is healthiest for 
you, and you can make 
adjustments to other parts 
of your garden to bring 
more of that harmonious 
feeling into your life.

Here are some Feng 
Shui garden solutions for 
specific problem areas. 
Though the terminology or 
outlook of Feng Shui may 
be unfamiliar, many of 
these suggestions may in 
fact seem like common 

sense once you give them a try.
The most common reason for poor-flowing ch’i is that 

an area is too dark. A natural remedy for this is to clear or 
cut back plants, or add a water feature to reflect light, or 
mirrors, crystals, or garden lights.

Another solution for stagnating ch’i is sound. Add 
wind chimes or a bird feeder to attract singing birds.

Bright colors such as red can stimulate sluggish ch’i, 
while adding greens, whites, soft pinks, or cool blues can 
calm overexcited or fast-moving ch’i.

Ch’i moves too fast in a straight line, so add plants, 
pots, or ornaments, especially natural objects such as 
rocks or shells, to hard edges to slow it down. 

Ch’i can stagnate in corners. Counter this by adding 
movement with plants that move in the wind, such as 

grasses or aspens; or adding 
life, by inviting birds (with 
bird feeders), animals (with 
stick or branch piles), or fish 
(with a pond). Any 
functional device, such as a 
sundial or hose or BBQ, will 
also move stagnating ch’i.

Focusing on thoughtful 
balance in your garden may 
sweep balance into your life 
as well. With the cultivation 
of contemplative gardens, 
just as you can reflect on 
life during pauses in life’s 
procession, you can learn to 
locate that stillness within 
you and take it wherever 
you go, all year round.
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By Lynne Snyder, Blooming Grove Master Gardener Volunteer

Let’s look at the stories behind some plants that go 
beyond the familiar Christmas tree and mistletoe to help 
bring meaning and beauty to your holiday season.  

The Mighty Oak
Oak trees (Quercus spp.), with their large size and their 

long life, have been since ancient times a symbol of 
longevity, strength, endurance, wisdom, loyalty, purity, 
honor and faithfulness.  Its seed, the acorn, symbolizes 
how greatness may arise from humble beginnings.

In 8th-century Germany, Saint Boniface was a Christian 
missionary who is said to have stopped a Christmas-eve 
pagan sacrifice of a boy.  This took place in the forest at 
the base of a large oak tree sacred to the area and 
worshipped by the tribe.  The oak tree was destroyed, 
the people used the wood of the tree to build a church, 
and ever since, the oak tree remained an important 
symbol connected to Christmas.

Celebrating Yule, and the Twelve Days of Christmas, 
goes back to those pagan roots.  “Yule” is a variation of 
the word “wheel” and refers to the cycles of the sun and a 
pagan winter solstice festival.  An oak tree, the Yule Log, 
would be cut early in the morning on Christmas Eve and 
brought into the house, to be burned in the hearth, 
accompanied by prayers that the coming year bring 
health, wealth and happiness.  On Christmas Day, the first 
visitor would strike it to make sparks fly.  Each spark from 
the fire represented new riches or good luck for the 
coming year.

It would provide protection for the next year if one 
could keep it burning for 12 days.  During those 12 days, 
people would celebrate and not work.  The burnt end of 
the log would be kept to light next year’s Yule log, and 
the ashes stored under a bed, to ward off evil, natural 
disasters and illness. 

In our modern homes, the tradition continues for 
many in the form of the dessert called Yule log or Bûche 
de Nöel, a cake in the shape of a log, frosted in a wood-
grain pattern and often decorated with confectionary 
woodland symbols.

Birch
Birch trees (Betula spp.) are symbolic of renewal and 

purification.  Birch is considered a “pioneer species” in 
botany, meaning it is hardy and one of the first to 
re-colonize a barren landscape after a fire or other 
disrupting event in a forest.  As such, it is also symbolic of 

determination 
and overcoming 
difficulties.

Native 
Americans used 
birch as the 
center pole for 
their teepee, 
symbolizing a 
new beginning.  
In ancient 
Europe, bringing 
birch into the 
home was a way 
to invoke 
protection.  As 
the tradition of 
the oak Yule log 
spread across 
Europe, in 
Scotland the tree 
of choice was the 
birch.

The ancient 
Celts used bundles of birch twigs to drive out the spirits 
of the old year and welcome the new.  Even today, 
people keep brooms made of birch branches in their 
homes, as they are considered to “sweep away” negative 
energy.  Gardeners still use birch brooms, to tidy and 
bring good luck to their gardens.

The verb “to birch” means to punish with a stick, 
bundle of twigs, or rod made of birch wood.  Before the 
1830’s in the United States, Santa Claus was not the jolly 
St. Nick as understood today.  He sometimes gave gifts, 
but he was often depicted as holding a birch rod in his 
hands, ready to punish children with a whipping.

With their distinctive white papery bark, birch logs, 
branches and twigs can bring great beauty and meaning 
when used for rustic and natural holiday decorations.  Use 
the bark from fallen branches, never from living trees.

Ivy
Ivy (Hedera spp.) is a perennial evergreen woody vine 

used as a groundcover and a climber.  Ivy can quickly 
become invasive, damaging trees and structures if it is not 
carefully controlled.

Ivy has been used as decoration since ancient times.  
As an evergreen, it is a symbol of hope for the return of 
spring.  Bringing evergreens indoors was a way to keep 
the woodland spirits alive through the winter.  Ivy and 
other evergreen plants like holly and mistletoe were used 
to bring protection and good luck to the household.  To 
the Romans, ivy was a symbol of fidelity and marriage, 
and was often wound into a crown, wreath or garland.  To 
the early Christians, it became a symbol of charity and a 
reminder to help the less fortunate.

In the United States starting in the 1800s, churches 
were decorated for Christmas with ivy, along with holly, 
mountain laurel and mistletoe.  Sprigs of small-leafed Ivy 
can be used in a “kissing ball” as an alternative to hanging 
a sprig of traditional mistletoe.

“Other” Plants for the Holiday Season:  Oak, Birch and Ivy
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By Wilma Amthor, Bloomingburg Master Gardener Volunteer

Our training as Master Gardener Volunteers taught us 
the importance of planning and monitoring our gardening 
endeavors.  This issue of Gardening in Orange County is 
timed perfectly to plan and begin a 12-month garden plan 
for 2020.  Know your growing zone.  The United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) has an interactive map 
to zoom in and see your 
living zone.  We live in 
zone 6; however, there are 
areas in Orange County 
that are 6a (-10 to-5 
degrees) and 6b (-5 to 0 
degrees) average low 
winter temperatures.  As 
discussed earlier in this 
issue, every property has 
microclimates.  Perhaps 
you have an L-shaped 
home that is sunny and 
protected or is your garden 
area on the north side of 
the home with no trees for 
wind protection?  Do you 
have a heated basement 
wall that can be used as 
one side of a cold frame?

Once you have 
assessed your space, it is 
time to select the plants and vegetables you wish to grow.  
Study the garden catalogs you receive in the mail and 
research ideas for different gardens to start your plan.

A little planning will let you get a jump on the 
gardening season.  Cool crops may be planted sooner 
than you may have done in the past if protection is given 
for expected hard frosts, and they produce better if 
started early.  Warm crops like tomatoes and peppers 
need warm soil to grow well.  While there isn’t scientific 
proof for the recommendations for planting times listed in 
“The Farmer’s Almanac”, I have used their method for 
years and have been happy when I have followed their 
guidelines for planting by the phase of the moon.  Many 
farmers in past generations used this method of “planting 
by the moon”.  During the NEW moon it is thought that 
the gravitational pull from the moon pulls water up 
through the plants aiding growth of above-that ground 
crops.  Conversely, it is believed the FULL moon 
concentrates water and nutrients to stay in the ground at 
the root level.  I have used this method for 10 years while 
operating a small greenhouse business.  To my surprise, 
the agricultural inspector 
praised my plants and was 
amazed that I never had to 
spray for insects or disease.  
Next summer, try an experiment 
- place a large board on the 
lawn at the full moon and 
another at the new moon and 
see what happens to the grass 
beneath the boards.  

Another way to extend the 
garden season is to use straw 
bales (not hay which contains 

seeds).  The bales must be placed with cut ends up and 
be preconditioned before planting in them.  
Preconditioning consists of 10-12 days of alternately 
soaking with water and adding high nitrogen fertilizer 
(without herbicides and not slow release) to work down 
into the bales for the decomposition process to begin.  
This process creates heat and makes microbes available.  

It is important around day 
10 to change to a balanced 
fertilizer like 10-10-10.  
Cover the tops of the bales 
with soil-less mix and it 
will be ready to tuck seeds 
and plants inside.  Use 
soaker hoses for daily 
watering to help prevent 
the spread of disease by 
watering beneath the leaf 
canopy of the plants.  
While you are planning, 
think about using some of 
the bales for your crops 
you want to extend into 
the cold fall days such as 
spinach and kale.  You 
might want to place them 
in a more protected area.  
The bales will produce 
heat with decomposition 

so they will stay warmer on those very cold nights with 
polyethylene covering over the plants.  A makeshift 
greenhouse will be created.  With careful planning and 
protective covering you may be able to harvest 6-8 
months of the year.  Row covers can also be used to 
extend the spring and fall seasons.

Mid-summer is the time to start thinking about the 
plants you wish to grow inside during the cold, snowy 
winter months.  Before you can expect hard freeze, you 
will need to move plants indoors to an area with lots of 
light, perhaps a patio door or a sunny window or even a 
heated basement with grow lights and shelving.  
Supplemental lighting will be needed as the winter sun is 
not as strong and the hours of daylight are shorter.  You 
can extend your winter gardening by choosing day neutral 
plants. Without proper attention to length of light and 
fertilizer, some plants can become yellow and leggy 
during this time.  Use a balanced fertilizer as 
recommended, give extra light and don’t allow them to 
dry out.

Another important consideration is that there are no 
bees and insects inside to 
pollinate the flowers - which in 
turn causes no fruiting.  This is 
easy to remedy by using a 
small paintbrush to brush the 
pistols and stamens of the 
plants.  This is known as hand 
pollination and can also be 
done by shaking the flowers 
gently to move the pollen 
around.  Before you know it, it 
will be time to plan your garden 
for 2021.

Four Season Gardening in Our Zone
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One Pot Meals with Winter Vegetables
By Wilma Amthor, Bloomingburg Master Gardener Volunteer

As fall ends and cooler weather is in the air, our minds turn to comfort foods that make us feel warm and satisfied.  
This is the time to use those special winter vegetables that we find in our farm stands, supermarkets, and even in our own 
extended season gardens.  We can use the heartier vegetables like winter squash varieties that can be stored longer and 
many root vegetables like parsnips, carrots, beets, fennel, onions, turnips, rutabagas, white potatoes, sweet potatoes and 
yams that also have a longer shelf life than our summer vegetables which must be canned or frozen to keep for longer 
periods.  Other tasty additions can include members of the nutritious cruciferous family of winter vegetables such as kale, 
cabbage, broccoli and cauliflower.  We also enjoy the fresh aroma that comes from simmering our foods when the home 
is closed for the winter cold.  Enjoy these recipes and feel free to experiment by changing to or adding your favorite 
winter vegetables.

Vegan Butternut Squash Soup
• 1 Tbsp olive oil
• 1 yellow onion, diced
• 1-2lb. butternut squash, peeled, 

seeded and cubed
• 2 carrots, peeled and diced
• 1 tsp smoked paprika
• ¼ tsp ground cinnamon
• ¼ tsp cayenne pepper
• ½ tsp salt
• 4 cups vegetable stock
• ½ cup coconut milk

1. Cook onion in olive oil in Dutch 
oven until lightly browned

2. Stir butternut squash, carrots, 
paprika, cinnamon, salt and cayenne 
pepper with onion and cook until 
fragrant.

3. Pour vegetable stock over vegetable 
mixture. Cook on low for about 45 
minutes or until vegetables are 
softened.

4. Blend mixture with immersion 
blender until smooth.  Add coconut 
milk and stir with whisk.

5. Serve with your favorite bread or 
rolls for a great winter meal.

Hearty Sausage Stew
• ¼ cup olive oil
• 1 or 2 onions cut in quarters
• 4 carrots, peeled and chunked
• 2 parsnips, peeled and chunked
• 1 cup celery
• 2 cloves garlic, finely chopped
• 1 sliced fennel bulb
• Salt and black pepper to taste
• 12 new potatoes
• 1 lb. mushrooms cut into halves
• 5 whole tomatoes peeled and 

diced
• 1 can tomato sauce
• 1 tbsp dried oregano leaves
• 1 lb. Kielbasa sliced (any flavor)

1. Heat oil in heavy Dutch oven over 
medium high heat.  Add onions, 
carrots, parsnips, celery, garlic, 
fennel, salt and pepper.  

2. Sauté until vegetables are soft.  Add 
potatoes, mushrooms, tomatoes, 
tomato sauce and oregano.  

3. Cook 20 minutes over low heat.  Add 
Kielbasa and simmer 15 minutes or 
until heated through and bubbly.     
Makes 6 servings.  

4. Serve with fresh dinner rolls.

Adapted from Hillshire Farms Casseroles and 
Quick Meals.

Slow Cooker Moroccan Chicken
• 6 bone-in / skin-on chicken 

breasts
• 2 tbsp vegetable oil
• 2 onions chopped medium size
• 1 ½ tsp hot paprika
• ½ tsp cardamom
• 6 cloves garlic, minced
• 3 cups chicken broth
• 1 cup dried apricots, cut in half
• 2 cups chunked carrots
• 1 cinnamon stick
• 1 can chickpeas, rinsed
• ¼ cup flour
• ¼ cup minced cilantro
• 2 tbsp lemon juice

1. Brown chicken on all sides in oil, 
remove from oil, discard fat

2. Add 2 tsp oil to pan, add onions, 
paprika, cardamom, and ¼ tsp salt, 
cook until softened, add garlic and 
cook 15 seconds.  Stir in 2 ½ cups 
broth, apricots, carrots and 
cinnamon stick scraping up brown 
bits.  Bring to a simmer and pour 
over chicken in slow cooker.

3. Cover and cook on low 3 hours. Stir 
in chickpeas, cover and cook about 1 
hour longer.

4. Remove chicken to large bowl and 
cover with foil.  Whisk flour with ½ 
cup broth until smooth, stir into 
cooker, cover and cook 15-30 
minutes longer.  Stir in cilantro, 
lemon juice and salt and pepper to 
taste.  Spoon sauce and vegetables 
over chicken and serve.

Adapted from The America’s Test Kitchen 
Family Cookbook.
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PLANT OF
THE MONTH GrowinG a TanGerine in oranGe CounTy (ny!)

By Renee Stover, Fair Oaks Senior Master Gardener Volunteer
A few years back a friend offered me her tangerine tree.  It stands about 5 feet above 

the soil, and with its large pot, the overall height is about 7 feet. Tangerine trees are a 
mandarin orange hybrid, (Citrus reticulata). 

My tree spends the winter in our solarium, which is heated by passive solar and a 
supplemental heater with the thermostat set at 40 degrees.  A cool, but sunny room 
would suffice.

Using a fertilizer made specifically for citrus plants, it is recommended that the plant 
be fed every two weeks from late winter/early spring until later in the fall.  

The tree usually begins to flower in late winter, when there are no insects to pollinate 
it.  Instead, I use a cotton swab, which I brush over the flowers to spread the pollen from 
flower to flower.  A soft artist’s brush would also work. If the tree never produced fruit it 
would still be worth keeping, as the blossoms are so sweetly fragrant; however, the hand 
pollinating has worked for me, and the tree has produced about 30 tangerines in one 
crop.

Once we are past the threat of frost, the tree is moved outside, at first into partial 
shade to help it acclimate to the sunlight, and eventually moved into full sun. 

It is important to keep citrus plants evenly watered.  Otherwise, they will drop their 
leaves.  Only the top inch of soil should dry out before watering.  Every few years, the 
plant should be repotted, in a pot large enough to allow about an inch or two of soil 
beyond the roots.  The soil should be well draining.  In winter, to keep the humidity high 
enough for the plant, it is useful to place the pot over a tray of wet pebbles.

I think anyone with the space inside their home for a small tree, that can provide 
sufficient light, water and food, should try to grow a sweet tangerine tree.

Scale 
By Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener Volunteer

PEST 
WATCH

Scale is an insect commonly found on houseplants and can seriously 
injure them.  It doesn’t look like other insects and can easily be 

mistaken for a spot on a leaf.  Scale are only 1/8” of an inch long and 1/16” of an inch 
wide.  These insects suck the sap out of plants, causing poor growth and/or stunted 
plants.  And their waste provides the ideal growing medium for sooty mold, which 
further harms the plant.

Scale give birth to live young, called crawlers which remain under the mother until 
they are ready to begin feeding.  These crawlers then find a place to begin feeding and 
rarely move again in their lifetime.  Scale are most susceptible to treatment at the 
crawler stage.  You can use two teaspoons of mild dish detergent in a gallon of water, 
gently wipe down the leaves with the detergent water and rinse with clean water.  Or 
you could use insecticidal soap or horticultural oil according to package directions.  
Plants may need multiple treatments of insecticides since they are most effective 
during the crawler stage and should be checked every few weeks.  You can also 
remove adult scale using a toothpick or a cotton swab dipped in rubbing alcohol.  

Four-SeaSon HarveSt by eliot Coleman
Reviewed by Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener Volunteer

BOOK 
REVIEW

Four-Season Harvest by Eliot Coleman is an indispensable reference for 
anyone wishing to enjoy fresh, homegrown vegetables all year long.  Coleman 
spends a chapter explaining his principles of gardening and then a chapter 

teaching the reader how to create a suitable garden soil.  He walks the reader through the 
planning process from site selection to creating a four-year strategy for crop rotation.  All of 
the pertinent how-tos are covered in several sections of the book, with different chapters for 
planting and cultivating your vegetable garden as well as building cold frames and high 
tunnels.  The book is chock full of diagrams, drawings and charts detailing which crops to 
plant in cold frames and tunnels, when to sow and when to expect harvest of those crops.

Coleman also dedicates a chapter of the book to building a root cellar. He provides 
important information about the storage needs of various crops and how to force greens 
production from root crops like beets.  Pests and pathogens are thoroughly discussed and 
Coleman’s philosophy of proper cultivation practices as pest control dominates the discussion.  The book concludes with 
an extensive reference of individual crops, variety recommendations for Coleman’s style of gardening and resources for 
garden tools and supplies.  Four-Season Harvest is an inspirational guide packed with valuable insights and information.

Scale  
Jonas Janner Hamann, Universidade 

Federal de Santa Maria (UFSM), 
Bugwod.org



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 
DECEMBER & JANUARY

• Drain and store outside garden hoses.

• Mulch newly planted bulbs for winter protection after the 
ground is frozen.

• Put up bird feeders and maintain.  Make sure unfrozen water is 
available. Use a heated birdbath or create your own.

• Clean, sharpen and store garden tools.

• Review your garden journal and begin planning for spring.

• Check your seed supplies and order seeds for the coming 
season.

• Recycle Christmas trees and other holiday greens.

• Pot up amaryllis bulbs and water well.  Do not water again 
until growth begins.

• Check houseplants weekly for pests such as spider mites, 
mealy bugs and scale and treat appropriately.

• Be careful not to over-water houseplants.  Do not feed your 
houseplants until late February as daylight becomes longer.

• Check on stored tubers such as cannas and dahlias to make 
sure they are healthy.

• Observe your yard and garden in winter.  You may be surprised 
at the beauty of winter.

   WHAT’S HAPPENING

* - Register online at CCEOrangeCounty.org, or call Marie at 845-344-1234, or email msp278@cornell.edu.

Subscribe  
to Gardening In  

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

Orange County costs only $20!  Digital subscriptions are $12! 
Subscribe ONLINE at CCEOrangeCounty.org 

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

Friday, December 6 Creating Wreaths, Tabletop Trees & Kissing Balls 10 am -12 pm, 1-3 pm, 6-8 pm.  Create 
your choice of one of these lovely holiday decorations to make and take home to display.   
$35 ($31.50 GOC Subscribers).

Saturday, January 18 Backyard Maple Syrup 10:30 am – 12:00pm.  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. (snow date: Saturday, February 8)  
$10 ($8 GOC Subscribers)

Saturday, February 22  Shitake Mushroom Cultivation 10 am-12 pm.  Got mushrooms? In this class we’ll introduce 
you to the history, benefits and proven best practices for growing Shiitake mushrooms on logs at 
home or for small scale commercial use. (snow date: Sunday, February 23) 
 $10 ($8 GOC Subscribers)

Subscribe  
to our Blog Gardening In Orange County Today!

https://blogs.Cornell.edu/master-gardeners-cce-oc/

http://cceorangecounty.org
https://blogs.cornell.edu/master-gardeners-cce-oc/

