
By Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

I chose the theme of Sustainable Landscape Construction for 
April’s GOC not so much as a platform to rant about the sorry 
state of our earth’s systems, but to investigate how I, as a Master 
Gardener Volunteer and professional landscape designer, might 
interact with the small bits of land I own, and those bits I’ll have 
the responsibility of 
designing/altering this 
2020 season.  I’ve been 
reading a lot, going to 
various professional 
meetings and my very 
geeky Forest and Garden 
Book Group, and 
attending in-depth 
lectures by inspiring 
Cornell Cooperative 
Extension scientists and 
green-industry 
professionals at the 
NYBG.  It struck me that 
the concept of 
sustainability, the ability 
to regenerate, is 
increasingly superseding 
“look at this!” landscape 
design discussions. 

The consensus of how 
we got into this 
unsustainable climate change mash up is ‘little by little’ – by the 
accumulation of small choices often based on the love of 
convenience.  So here we are.  There’s only going forward. 

What to actually DO?  Time and again, my learned colleagues 
who’ve studied this dilemma have concluded that small 
(practically invisible), daily, personal and thoughtful choices are 
the only way forward.  After all, as Psych 101 teaches, you can’t 
really change anyone else, only how you, yourself, choose to act.  
Well, that seems easy - no marching, no arguing, no writing 
letters, no donating huge sums.  The one for all approach.

I asked myself how far would I go to protect my property’s 
ecosystem?  Where would I even start?  I’ve lived and gardened 
and “designed” my place for 20 years.  But still, some hardscaping 
needs repair, garden beds are overgrown, and the deer have 
multiplied and simply out-foxed my efforts to maintain my 
aesthetic design.

That phrase jumped out at me – “my aesthetic design”!  Where 
did those aesthetic choices originate – from my mother, 
magazines, landscape design classes from long ago, my 
neighbors, convenience, a budget, whim??  Hmmm.

It’s dawning on me that I need to seek a more expanded 
perspective, a much larger point of view while allowing for my 
creativity.  I’m getting it that so much can be achieved by just 
relaxing my grip a bit - give up some (or a lot) of control.  For me, 
that means slowing down and thinking about how and what I’m 
really doing on/to the land, like one learns to slow down and 

think before blurting out 
some not-well-thought-
out statement because it 
feels good.  I need to 
remember that everything 
in nature is part of a 
system, and I don’t want 
to have a negative impact 
on it.  After all, I’m only 
on this space for so long, 
and then it’ll get passed 
along, hopefully with 
some sort of integrity.  

It’s registering that 
good stewardship of my 
land has to start with how 
I plan, right from the 
beginning.  Where, what 
and why: process is equal 
to the outcome. 

What would small 
choices look like?  For 
starters, I need to 

determine the individual “players” by identifying which 
components are healthy, contributing entities. I can track the 
movement of water and what measures would help keep it on the 
property. I can observe where the sun and shade have made 
wildlife habitats - or could.  (It’s analogous to considering not to 
alter the walls of a house until it’s determined which ones hold 
the place up.) As per Neil deGrasse Tyson’s logic, “the good thing 
about science is that it’s true whether or not you believe in it.”   
Figure it out.

“Design is how it works” (Steve Jobs).  I’ll keep all this in mind 
as I rework my steps and overhaul my old beds.  Maybe I’ll let a 
beginner’s mind take over so that I can let what wants to be, be - 
not what was.

Herein, fellow Master Gardener Volunteer writers discuss 
aspects of building and maintaining a landscape within the bigger 
picture of sustainability.  They will draw from many different 
resources including  their own personal experiences and the 
principles discussed in the must read book “Sustainable 
Landscape Construction, a Guide to Green Building Outdoors” by 
Kim Sorvig with J. William Thompson.
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Do you have any ideas on meaningful projects to celebrate Earth Day?
By Carole Liantonio, Warwick 
Senior Master Gardener 
Volunteer

Why not make an effort to 
recycle/re-use in the garden? I 
recommend two ways of 
approaching this goal.

First, review your plans for 
your garden and determine what 
structural items are needed.  For 
instance, will you need a post or 
pole for planned vines?  Do your 
plans include containers, fences, 
support cages, or decorative 
items?  Identify the functional 
purposes that those items would 
serve.  Then think “outside the 
box”.  What else besides new store-bought items might serve the 
same purposes?  For example, if you plan to grow pole beans 
and need a structure for them to climb, what can you use that is 
already stored in the garage or basement and is no longer being 
used for its original purpose?  It needs to meet the functional 
purpose of being a sturdy pole at least 5 feet tall, and it must 

hold up when hammered into the 
soil.  Three or more could be set in 
a row and strung together with rope 
or ribbon to become a recycled 
trellis.  Perhaps an old mop or 
broom handles? Leftover wood that 
was “too good to toss”? Even 
re-used cross-country skis and old 
fence posts can do the trick.

Second, pick up an item you are 
saving because you like its 
appearance, but no longer will be 
using for its original purpose.  Turn 
the item every which way to try to 
see how it might be used in the 
garden.  For example, remember 
those old Tiffany-like chandelier 
shades?  So pretty, but they’re 

probably just gathering dust in some corner.  Take out the wiring, 
turn them over, and they can become planters—complete with 
built-in drainage! An old suitcase could also become a planter, if 
you drill holes for drainage. You get the picture. 

So let your imagination have fun, and have its run of the 
garden for a Happy Earth Day!

Sustainable Privacy
By Cecelia Lillard, Florida Master Gardener Volunteer

As our population continues to increase, so does our need for 
privacy.  While a fence springs to mind first, another option will 
provide not only privacy, but also much needed habitat for many 
of our fellow creatures.  Most municipalities limit fence height to 
6 feet, whereas plants can grow taller, supply more appealing 
visual boundary and give one a scene that changes throughout 
the seasons.

A sustainable privacy wall can be built using a variety of 
plants.  Imagine a combination of native evergreens, small trees 
and shrubs, grasses and perennials creating an ever-evolving 
landscape, from the first spring berries to the berries and seed 
heads that persist throughout winter.

Begin your design with the largest shrubs and place them 
according to the organizing principle of your design.  A good 
guideline is to make about one-third of your plants evergreen.  
Not only will they provide constant visual privacy, they will offer 
birds and small mammals a safe winter home.  Some evergreen 
shrubs to consider are Oregon Grapeholly (Mahonia aquifolium), 
Mountain Laurel (Kalmia latifolia), Carolina or Catawba 
Rhododendrons (Rhododendron carolinum, Rhododendron catawba), 
and Drooping or Sweetbells Leucothoe (Leucothoe fontanesiana, 
Leucothoe racemosa).

Small deciduous trees and shrubs are essential in the mix.  
Virginia Sweetspire (Itea virginica) is best planted as a mass.  It 
will colonize an area and its leaves turn a spectacular mix of 
yellow orange, crimson and maroon.  For adding verticality to 
your design, small trees like Serviceberry (Amelanchier spp.), 
Chokecherry (Prunus virginiana), Staghorn Sumac (Rhus typhina) 
and Witchhazel (Hamamelis spp.) are important native species 
that are essential in the ecosystem.  They will provide flowers, 
and berries that attract a variety of vertebrate and invertebrate 
species.

By incorporating grasses into your privacy wall, you can fill in 
empty spaces until the shrubs reach their mature size.  Native 
grasses that will do well in a mixed border are Indiangrass 
(Sorghastrum nutans), Big Bluestem (Andropogon gerardii Vitman), 
Little Bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) and Switchgrass (Panicum 
spp.) give you a variety of options for height, color and stem 
density.

As far as the perennial component, entire books are dedicated 
to the subject!  See the August 2019 issue of Gardening in 
Orange County for ideas about native perennials.

However you decide to combine the types of plants, you can 
be confident that you are building a living wall that not only 
gives you privacy and beauty, but also helps to build a more 
vibrant ecosystem.
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Celebrate Light, Respect Darkness
By Barbara Wexler-Hall, New Windsor Master Gardener Volunteer

A developing crisis is affecting all life forms on the planet.  We 
have too much light, too little darkness and way too much noise.

Most gardeners would agree with writer and farmer Wendell 
Berry who said, “At night make me one with the darkness; in the 
morning, make me one with the light.”  They also would 
recognize the warning from scientist Robert Koch back in 1880: 
“The day will come when man will fight merciless noise as the 
worst enemy of his health.”

Excessive lighting dulls or obliterates the heavens and 
disrupts normal day and night rhythms for animal, plant and 
insect kingdoms.  An estimated 100 million birds are killed each 
year running into bright spotlights and tall, bright buildings.  
Baby turtles cannot find their way in the sea. Humans cannot fall 
asleep or stay asleep.  Excessive amounts of money are being 
used to light empty places.  Studies show noise levels increasing 
in our environment every day - causing psychological effects, 
stress, hearing loss, and hampering the ability to communicate 
effectively. 

What is a poor gardener to do?  The crisis has taken away our 
ability to retreat to our gardens for silence and serenity and to 
protect the living creatures to which we are so closely tied. 

You can help by using:
• Timers for you lights (Remember to change them with 

the seasons.)
• Motion sensors for lights where safety is a factor
• Low voltage and LED lighting.
• Solar lighting.
• Quieter power tools
• Noise-absorbing material over loud equipment. 
• Noise-barrier fences
• Surfaces that are not shiny, dark or polished.

So plant trees and bushes, or place a fountain or waterfall 
feature to mask distant noise.  Work with landscape 
professionals attuned to the negative effects of noise and light 
pollution, and don’t forget to urge local, county and state 
officials to support dark sky or noise control ordinances.

Long-range Energy Conscious 
Landscape Design
By Joe Gregoire, Warwick Master Gardener Volunteer

When designing a new landscape, we often overlook the 
environmental impact of our choices.  Time is precious, and we 
place an emphasis on saving time to complete our project 
quickly, and overlook the cost of that time savings in the energy 
we consume and the impact to the environment that results from 
our choices.  We’re fortunate to have choices, and it would be 
rare to find anyone interested in eliminating the use of all 
modern equipment available for constructing a new landscape.  
Transforming the land to meet our design vision requires heavy 
lifting; in centuries past that came in the form of human and 
animal labor alone.  Today, the financial cost of manual labor can 
be prohibitive compared to the rental cost of a large diesel-
powered earth mover.  Fortunately, there is a tool we can use to 
help us determine the best use of energy in our designs: Life-
cycle costing.

Life-cycle costing (LCC) is a simple tool to help give us 
comparisons for long-term planning options.  Based on financial 
Return on Investment (ROI) logic, LCC can be used for energy 
cost-benefit comparisons.  A simple example is in deciding 
which lawn mower to choose for lowest long-term energy usage: 
gas-powered or electric.

If 1 gallon of gasoline is equivalent to 120,333 BTU, the choice 
of an electric mower equates to just over a 50% reduction in 
energy consumed or about 11 fewer gallons of gasoline burned 
annually.  If 1 gallon of gas burned creates 20 pounds of CO

2
, 

that’s 220 fewer pounds of CO
2
 emitted per year.

A well-designed landscape also includes a long-term vision for 
maintenance, as landscapes are living spaces that continually 
grow and weather over time.  Choice of hardscaping elements 
should focus on low/no maintenance.  Native stone is a good 
example.  Anyone who’s ever walked the stone roads built by the 
Romans 2,000 years ago can appreciate the enduring legacy that 
native stone can add to a landscape.  

The bulk of maintenance required should be focused on the 
living elements, which continually grow, multiply, and die.  Plant 
selection is important, as non-native species can fail to thrive 
outside of their native climate or can become an unwanted 
invasive problem.

When thinking about the long-term maintenance needs of a 
landscape design, three elements should be considered:

• Keeping the living part of the landscape healthy.
• Keeping the non-living, constructed parts repaired.
• Balancing the human uses of the space with these first 

two considerations.
In my personal experience, I’ve not bothered to replace the 

rotting wood garden borders that lasted only a few years, 
adapting my design instead to work without borders, by simply 
edging my lawn each spring with a spade.  I’ve come to plant 
more lower maintenance perennial natives, such as Joe Pye 
Weed, instead of annuals.  

Don’t let your dream garden design become an energy waster 
and maintenance nightmare. 

Mower Type Energy Use per Hour Energy Use per Acre Annual Energy Use

Gas 86,650 BTU / Hour 125,000 BTU / Acre 1.25-2.5 million BTU / Year

Electric 40,000 BTU / Hour 60,000 BTU / Acre 600k-1.2 million BTU / Year

NASA Earth Observatory NOAA NGDC
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Two Visions of Sustainable Playscape Construction
Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener Volunteer

Warwick, New York is home to two new play areas – Playground 
Dreams and 3 Pines Nature Place.  Both of these playscapes are 
accessible to individuals who are disabled and provide various 
experiences for children, youth, adults and seniors. Both were 
conceived, organized, funded and implemented through local, 
grassroots efforts with sustainability as a primary component of 
the visioning process for both projects. 

Sustainability: is meeting the needs of today’s population 
without diminishing the ability of future populations to meet 
their needs.

A short list of sustainability principles from Canadian 
Landscape architect Maurice Nelischer includes:

• Use locally produced products whenever possible 
• Use less-processed materials (i.e. rough-sawn or air-dried 

lumber) 
• Perform a rough audit of energy required to mine, 

produce, ship, and install materials
• Specify reusable materials (i.e. stone, brick, concrete 

pavers rather than poured concrete)
• Avoid petroleum-based materials whenever possible
• Use durable materials and designs 
• Prioritize re-use of structures and site elements
• Use materials that sequester or lock up carbon such as 

wood
• Use living materials that take up CO2 while serving 

structural purposes. 

Playground Dreams
“I am absolutely stunned at this amazing playground! My son 

is severely disabled; we have visited all the special parks in a 
2-hour radius and this is, hands-down, the most accessible park 
we have ever been to. I almost cried at all the fun things he can 
do here! Thank you so much for thinking of our special kids when 
designing this!”

Mission Statement: Warwick Playground Dreams is a non-profit 
organization comprised of dedicated parents and community 
members. Our mission is to work together to realize our dreams, 
and those of our children, for new playground(s) in the Town of 
Warwick. We set out to accomplish this mission through 
fundraising efforts, community partnerships, and use of available 
resources. The playground will be designed to ensure that 
children of all abilities will have access to playground 
components that will allow them to play together in a safe, truly 
inclusive environment. It will foster children’s creative spirit and 
encourage free play that is necessary for both physical and 
cognitive development. The end result will be a community 
space that Warwick can be proud of and all families can enjoy for 
years to come.

Playground Dreams is located at Stanley Deming Park, in the 

Village of Warwick, where an existing playground had passed its 
prime.  During construction, a primary concern was to protect the 
surrounding area, including a creek and several ancient black 
willows.  One of the ways they did this was by prioritizing hand 
labor, which also offered significant energy savings.  The park 
committee chose an equipment manufacturer that was able to 
provide non-toxic materials that met their standards for 
durability and design.  The playscape was built by over 300 local 
volunteers with sponsorship by local businesses. 

3 Pines Nature Place
Located outside the Warwick Valley Community Center, 3 Pines 

Nature Place is an outdoor nature play area where children of all 
ages can come and explore!  It is a multi-phase project and will 
continue to grow over time.  It will be home to the Community 
Center’s own nature-based preschool activities where children 
will benefit physically, emotionally, intellectually and socially by 
participating in nature play!

The project leaders contacted people who had done similar 
projects to learn from their experiences. This included the 
talented landscape designer Rich Pillar and the local rustic artist 
Dan Mack, who both donated time, material and legendary skills 
and energy to the project.  

All the wood used in the playscape was from local farmer-
friends and milled at backyard mills.  Timbers and bricks 
removed from the existing site were reused to build a corral for 
garden waste; sand, stone and mulch were all locally supplied   
The playscape uses both recycled products and natural materials 
to create a place for children to play.

Many volunteers from the community, including Grace Church, 
the Bellevale Bruderhoff Community, scouts and other 
community groups provided labor and assistance in 
construction.  Funding was provided by grants, small donations 
and a few generous anonymous donors.
Conclusion

Although very different, sustainability was a primary 
consideration in all aspects of both of these projects from 
conception to completion.  And most importantly, maintaining 
that vision is built into the ongoing maintenance and 
stewardship plans for these projects. 

Warwick is fortunate to have an active, involved populace 
where projects like these are embraced and shepherded through 
shared values, a supportive local government, and a treasured 
community spirit. These two projects can, and should serve as a 
model for other towns and cities. As exemplified by the 
cooperation between participants, organizations and 
municipalities, sustainable playscape design is not only 
desirable it is, in fact, possible.

"Mud" Kitchen at 3 Pines Nature Place
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Take Action, Plant a Tree
By Susan Ndiaye, Community Horticulture Educator

April 22, 2020 marks the 50th anniversary of Earth Day.  The 
theme for Earth Day this year is climate action.  The climate is 
changing and it is going to take all of us to mitigate the effects.  
So what can you do? You can plant a tree.  Whether you plant it 
in your own backyard, at a local park, at your child/grandchild’s 
school, at your place of worship, or somewhere else, planting a 
tree may seem like a small thing, but the benefits are numerous. 
Carbon Sequestration

Carbon dioxide (CO
2
) enters the atmosphere through the 

burning of fossil fuels.  CO
2
 is a key ingredient in photosynthesis, 

the process in which plants produce their own food. Trees absorb 
CO

2
 during photosynthesis and sequester it in the roots, trunks, 

stems and leaves.  
Stormwater Runoff 
Reduction

Whenever it rains, 
water runs off buildings, 
roads, parking lots and 
other impervious 
surfaces.  As it moves 
the water picks up oil, 
gasoline, salt and litter 
and washes it into 
streams, wetlands, 
rivers, and lakes.  Not 
only does the tree’s root 
system store water, but 
the tree’s leaves, 
branches and bark also 
hold water - reducing 
runoff.  
Erosion Control

Wind and water are 
two of the main causes 
of erosion.  The presence of a tree slows rainfall before it strikes 
the soil.  It also shelters the soil from wind.  The roots help hold 
the soil in place.  The ability of tree to hold and store water 
reduces surface water, which in turn reduces erosion. 
Air Quality Control

Tree leaves absorb pollutants such as ozone (O
3
), nitrogen 

dioxide (NO
2
), and sulfur dioxide (SO

2
).  They also increase air 

quality by intercepting particulate matter such as dust, ash, and 
smoke.  And finally trees release oxygen (O

2
), a waste product of 

photosynthesis, which we all need to breath.
Energy Savings

Strategically placing trees on your property can increase your 
home’s energy efficiency. Their shade in the summer can help 
reduce cooling costs and their presence in the winter can act as a 
wind break reducing heating costs in the winter. 
Creation of Wildlife Habitat

Trees are a vital part of our ecosystem and provide food and 
shelter for animals of all sizes.  The best trees to plant for habitat 
are native trees.  Why native trees?  Take a ginkgo tree (Ginkgo 
biloba) for instance. This beautiful tree is native to China.  It can 
grow 100 feet tall, has gorgeous bright yellow fall foliage, and is 
somewhat drought resistance.  Unfortunately, ginkgo trees 
support very few insect species including less than 5 species of 
caterpillars.  On the other hand, native trees support a much 
larger number of insect species.  Native maple trees (Acer spp.)  
support 295 species of caterpillars, native dogwood trees (Cornus 
spp.) support 129 species of caterpillars and native aspen trees 
(Populus spp.) support 360 species of caterpillars.  Why is it 

important that trees support insect populations?  Insects are an 
important part of the diet of many birds, reptiles, amphibians 
and small mammals.  It takes 6,000 to 9,000 caterpillars a season 
to raise a brood of five chickadees.   If we do not provide habitat 
for the insects, we will see the effects farther up the food chain. 
And when it comes to caterpillars, not only do they have an 
important place in the food chain, but as adults, butterflies and 
moths are important pollinators.
Health

Studies show that being exposed to nature can not only 
contributes to your emotional wellbeing, but also contributes to 
your physical wellbeing by reducing blood pressure, heart rate, 
muscle tension and the production of stress hormones.  So 
having trees in your yard is good for your health! 

Beauty
Trees add beauty to a 

space all year long.  
When deciding on which 
trees to plant, consider 
their spring flowers, 
their fall foliage, their 
architecture, their leaf 
color, and their shape.  
Picking a tree

Now before you go to 
the local nursey or an 
online retailer to pick 
out a tree, there are lots 
of things to consider, 
including the hardiness 
zone that you live in, the 
amount of space you 
have (horizontal and 
vertical), the amount of 
moisture the tree will 
receive, the available 

light, the kind of soil you have, the purpose of the tree, and 
whether you want a native tree.  As you start answering these 
questions you can then use a plant database to help narrow 
down your choices.  Check out Gardeners on the Web on the 
back page for links to recommended plant databases.  And if you 
need ideas, check out our recurring section called “Tree of the 
Month” (page 6), which highlights a native tree that you can 
plant in your yard.  
Planting and Caring for your Tree

Once you’ve decided what tree to plant, it is important that 
you plant it correctly and remember to care for it after it is in the 
ground.  For a comprehensive guide on how to plant and care for 
your tree, visit the Arbor Day Foundation’s website (www.
arborday.org/trees).
Calculating the Benefits of your Tree

Before you decide on a tree you can calculate the benefits of 
your tree using i-Tree Design (https://design.itreetools.org/).  This 
free program lets you pick a tree, place it on your property and 
estimate the functional benefits of the tree for the next 99 years 
(air quality, stormwater mitigation, carbon sequestration, heat 
and cooling savings).  You can compare the benefits of several 
trees to pick the one that works best for your property. You can 
also use i-Tree Design or i-Tree MyTree (https://mytree.itreetools.
org/)  to access the current value of trees already on your 
property. 

So as we celebrate the 50th Anniversary of Earth Day, 
please consider planting a tree!!

https://design.itreetools.org/
https://mytree.itreetools.org/
https://mytree.itreetools.org/
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Vegan aVocado chocolate Mousse
By Bernice Mulch, Warwick Master Gardener and Master Food Preserver Volunteer

RECIPE OF RECIPE OF 
THE MONTHTHE MONTH

Ingredients:
• 1/2 cup semisweet chocolate chips, 

such as Ghirardelli
• 4 very ripe (8 ounce) avocados, 

peeled and pitted
• 1/2 cup agave sweetener
• 1/2 cup unsweetened cocoa powder
• 1 tablespoon pure vanilla extract
• 1/4 teaspoon fine salt
• Fresh raspberries, for garnish

Directions: 
1. Place the chocolate chips in a small 

bowl. Place over a small saucepan of 
barely simmering water. Stir until the 
chocolate is melted and smooth, about 
3 minutes. Set aside to cool slightly.

2. Place the melted chocolate, avocados, 
agave, cocoa powder, vanilla and salt in 
a food processor. Blend until smooth 
and creamy, scraping the sides of the 
bowl as needed. Spoon into glasses 
and refrigerate for at least 3 hours (can 
be prepared 1 day in advance). Garnish 
with fresh raspberries and serve.

the Mighty oak
By Jarna Maniguet, Pine Bush Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

TREE OF TREE OF 
THE MONTHTHE MONTH

Doug Tallamy signed my copy of his book, 
Bringing Nature Home, “To Jarna, Garden as if 
life depended on it!”  This has stuck with me. I 
had purchased the book after a lecture he gave, 

which had gladdened me greatly to hear just how important oaks 
are to food webs that support the greatest numbers of wildlife.

Most would agree that the loss of birds and butterflies due to 
human interference (whether by stripping the land for housing 
and infrastructure, or by the use of non-native plants) is a 
tremendous loss to us all. Few would mourn the loss of the 
many species of insects lost in this way, but they are actually the 
key to the structure of the whole web. The great news is our 
native oaks are the number one plant to sustain the greatest 
number of animals, period. Professor Tallamy helped create 
databases, that are searchable by zip codes, of appropriate 
native plants. One such database from the National Wildlife 
Federation website is called Native Plant Finder http://nwf.org/
nativeplantfinder

This database shows that here in Orange County, oaks 
support 521 species of butterflies and moths that use the trees 
as a caterpillar host plant. In addition, wasps, beetles, and other 
insects that are food for birds and mammals are supported by 

oaks.  Acorns feed deer, bear, raccoons, turkeys, mice and 
squirrels. Wood ducks will eat acorns, and use cavities in the 
trees as nesting sites. Dozens of other species of birds rely on 
oaks for nesting also. 

New York has 16 native species of oak, the most important 
being: 

• Black Oak (Quercus velutina)
• Bur Oak (Quercus macrocarpa)
• Chestnut Oak (Quercus montana)
• Pin Oak (Quercus palustris)
• Post Oak (Quercus stellata)
• Red Oak (Quercus rubra)
• Scarlet Oak (Quercus coccinia)
• Southern Red Oak (Quercus falcata)
• Swamp Whit Oak (Quercus bicolor)
• White Oak (Quercus alba)

Throughout North America there are 55 native species of oaks 
with a wide variety of leaf shapes and sizes, the ability to re-grow 
strongly from cut points, and large root-to-shoot ratios – why 
oaks succeed so well.

Quercus alba (White Oak) is the standard by which all other 
oaks are measured, according to Michael Dirr, the eminent 
authority on trees.  Growing 50-80 ft high and wide, it grows best 
in deep moist, acidic, well-drained soils, but it is adaptable to 
dry, thin, soils. Oaks are transplantable when small, and are easy 
to start from gathered acorns in the fall.  They germinate within 
days after they fall from the tree – the growth that is seen is the 
root; the shoot of a tree appears the next spring. If you are lucky, 
either a squirrel or a blue jay ally will plant a seedling for you as 
they are fond of burying them in autumn.

We humans have also relied upon oaks throughout the ages.  
Axe handles, buildings and boats and furniture, wine barrels and 
wine corks, bark for tanning leather, galls for making ink, charcoal 
to fuel furnaces, flour from acorns once the tannins are leached 
out by water – all gifts from the mighty oak.

So if you are thinking about planting a tree, consider planting 
an oak!

This recipe is so good it won the “Best in Show” at the annual Orange County Master Gardener Volunteer Holiday 
Party last year. 

Although it’s a bit cheeky to use an avocado-based recipe in an issue about sustainability, some products just 
cannot be locally produced. In fact, not even the salt in this recipe is carbon neutral. What to do??  We can either remove these items 
from our diet or we might make a carbon trade off elsewhere in our lives…the decision is yours.

http://nwf.org/nativeplantfinder
http://nwf.org/nativeplantfinder
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PLANT OFPLANT OF
THE MONTHTHE MONTH

ArAliA rAcemosA 
Bruce Rennie, Fort Montgomery Master Gardener Volunteer

Aralia racemosa is a native plant and as with many native plants, it has many local names: 
American spikenard, small spikenard, Indian root, spice berry, and more.

American spikenard is the largest herbaceous perennial found in New York State - it 
grows up to 10 feet tall. It has very large pinnate compound leaves up to about 2 ½ feet 
across with small oval leaflets. I made a special press to preserve some of these huge leaves 
in my herbarium. It is a woodland plant found in most counties in New York including 
Orange. The raceme flowers are tiny, greenish white about ½ inch across – resulting later in 
small dark purple berries hanging like a bunch of grapes. The berries are inedible but birds 
love them. It grows in our forest in shady moist areas often near a stream and is found north 
in Canada and south and west to Missouri and Mississippi.

The roots of American spikenard have been traditionally used to flavor tea and root beer. 
Roots were also used for a variety of medical purposes by Native Americans and early 

Europeans. 
Spikenard is not endangered; in fact, it is said to be common and widespread. 

Nevertheless, it took me 65 years before I came across one.  As you hike try to look for our 
spikenard.  Bonne chance!

cArpenter Ants
By Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

PEST PEST 
WATCHWATCH

Carpenter ants (Camponotus spp.) are the most common ant pest found 
in the Northeastern United States.  These large dark colored ants are sometimes confused 
with termites, but can be easily distinguished by their constricted waist and elbowed 
antennae.  

Carpenter ants create nests in moist wood by excavating along the natural grain.  They do 
not eat the wood, but instead create smooth tunnels by removing the sawdust they produce.  
Their nests can substantially weaken structures and threaten collapse. 

One often first notices carpenter ants in the spring or summer when worker ants are 
foraging for food and winged swarmers can sometimes be found indoors.  Good places to 
search for nests outside are in moisture-damaged wood such as leaking shingles and flashing, wet roofing boards, peeling paint, 
clogged gutters, old windows and door frames, and where landscape plants and tree branches make direct contact with the building.  
Indoor pipe leaks and improper seals associated with dishwashers, sinks and bathtubs can also produce damp wood.  

Repairing structural problems and removing any moist wood is the most effective preventative measure.  For large infestations it 
is best to contact a pest control professional.  For smaller infestations, homeowners can buy baits specifically labeled for carpenter 
ants.  The ants carry the bait back to their nest which then kills the colony. Nests in houses are often satellites of larger parent 
colonies located outdoors. To find those nests search for ants by dead or decaying trees close to your house or place sugary food 
along the path of foraging ants and follow them home.  As carpenter ants are nocturnal; consider conducting inspections at night. 

Wilding by isabella tree
Reviewed by Susan Irving, Sparrowbush Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

BOOK BOOK 
REVIEWREVIEW

If you ever bemoan the degradation of our land through development and large-
scale farming, Wilding offers an outsized dose of hope and a guide to fixing our 

broken land.
The idea to let their 3500 acres of arable farmland totally revert to nature emerged from the 

realization that Tree and her husband could no longer compete with commercial farming practices.  
However, the land was clinically dead.  They decided to try something radical. She gambled that the 
land was resilient and would return from utter depletion from centuries of forced agricultural 
practices (pesticide use, tilling) which stripped it of all native vegetation, fertility, natural structure 
and microbiome.  

With expert advice from conservationists and local support groups, they selectively introduced 
free-roaming animals that would mimic the actions of the megafauna of the past to create new 
habitats for wildlife.  It was a pioneering rewilding project in West Sussex, England.

They stopped ‘managing’ their property, which elicited opposition from the staid English fixed 
ideas of landscaping and farming.  But, as they hoped, the wildlife returned and immediately started 
forming a functioning ecosystem.  It also became a breeding hotspot for rare and threatened species like turtle doves, peregrine 
falcons, and purple emperor butterflies.

This book is part gripping memoir, part fascinating account of the ecology of a countryside, and a story of the richer ecological 
future a natural landscape can bring.  Anyone interested in how we share the planet should read this book.  Wilding is, above all, an 

inspiring story of hope.

Carpenter Ant 
David Cappaert, Bugwood.org

Rob Routledge
Sault College, Bugwood.org
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GARDENER’S CHECKLIST 
APRIL

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 ext. 262 to start your  
subscription today!

Whether you are looking for trees, shrubs, grass, vines, annuals 
or herbaceous perennials to plant in your garden, plant 
databases are a great place to get ideas and determine what 
plants will work with your growing conditions. 

These databases allow you to sort plants by growing conditions 
and plant characteristics (size, shape, etc.) 

• Plant Database – University of Connecticut (http://hort.
uconn.edu/) 

• Woody Plant Database – Cornell University (http://
woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/)

Looking to attract birds to your yard?  This database will tell you 
what birds each plant may attract.

• Native Plants Database – National Audubon Society 
(https://www.audubon.org/native-plants)

Caterpillars are both an essential food for many bird species, 
and as adults, butterflies and moths are important pollinators.  
This plant database lets you know how many species of 
butterflies and moths use each plant as a host for their 
caterpillars.

• Native Plant Finder – National Wildlife Federation 
(https://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/)

   WHAT’S HAPPENING
CCE prioritizes the health, safety, and well-being of the communities we serve. Given the 

uncertainty surrounding COVID-19, we are postponing all of our Home and Garden 
Workshops scheduled in March and April.  Once a workshop is rescheduled if you are not 

able to attend, you will receive a full refund.  If we do end up canceling any of our 
workshops you will receive a full refund.  Thank you for your understanding!

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

Subscribe  
to our Blog Gardening In Orange County Today!

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

• Plant potatoes and seeds of cold-tolerant plants now: arugala, 
beets, cabbage, carrots, cauliflower, kohlrabi, lettuce, parsley, 
parsnips, radishes, peas, spinach, Swiss chard, turnips, thyme, 
sage, and dill.

• Choose carrot varieties that are solid, chunky and blunt-tipped 
(such as a half-long variety) that do not require deep, soft 
smooth soil.

• Cover broccoli, cabbage, or cauliflower starts with floating row 
cover to prevent the white cabbage butterflies from laying 
their eggs.

• Start seeds indoors for early flowering annuals and herbs.  
Start tomato seeds early in the month.

• Take a snapshot of your spring flowering bulbs to know where 
to add something else or more of a color.

• Deadhead spent blossoms of early flowering bulbs.  Do not 
remove or cut off leaves as they re-energize the plant for next 
year’s flowers.

• Start weeding early.

• Prune boxwood and privet hedge before new growth.

• Prune and shape hybrid tea roses. Feed roses.

• Consider a seed starting party.  Share packets of seeds, buy 
bulk seed-starting soil in larger quantities, and reduce the cost 
of your plants.  

• Consider plants (like phlox, penstemon, coreopsis, salvias or 
monarda) to attract hummingbirds and butterflies.  

GARDENERS  
ON THE WEB

Arugala sprouts

http://hort.uconn.edu/
http://hort.uconn.edu/
http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/
http://woodyplants.cals.cornell.edu/
https://www.audubon.org/native-plants
https://www.nwf.org/NativePlantFinder/

