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 WINTER FRUIT FOR WILDLIFE 

By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 
   
December’s mild weather combined with the lack of traditional holiday gatherings encouraged 
longer walks and observations of nature. Squirrels remained active hoarding nuts. A local bear 
reinforced the recommendation to defer filling bird feeders. The birds happily found insects, 
weed (wildflower) seeds and berries to satisfy their hunger. And many plants provided visual 
reminders how they support wildlife year-round. The plants described here were all observed 
and photographed locally the past few weeks.   
 
Some fruit are consumed by birds as soon as the fruit ripens. Elderberry bushes, for example, 
go from “Maybe those should be picked soon to “Oops, all gone” in a matter of days. Others 
linger untouched unless the winter weather is especially harsh. Oriental bittersweet and 
Japanese barberry for example, often still have berries until spring. Many of our native fruit 
though, which can be seen now on vines and shrubs, will provide good sustenance throughout 
the winter.  
 
Botanically a fruit as an edible reproductive body of a plant. It is 
a mature, ripened ovary -  the reproductive structure in the plant 
flower. Fleshy fruits include the berry, drupe and pome. Berries 
are usually a simple fleshy fruit with many seeds (e.g. grapes). 
Some fruit that we commonly refer to as berries are actually 
drupes - a fleshy fruit with thin skin and a central stone containing 
the seed (e.g. cherry). Raspberry and blackberry are aggregate 
fruits with many small drupes clumped together. Apples and crab 
apples are pomes. And some of the food observed now aren’t 
berries at all. But they all support wildlife.   
 

Some of the smallest fruits now are on vines. Poison Ivy, 
Toxicodendron radicans, doesn’t usually flower or set seed 
when growing as a ground cover. But when it climbs and 
becomes a woody vine, it begins to spread horizontally and 
produces berries. Green buds open to small, off-white, 

https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/poison_ivy.htm
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unremarkable blossoms in clusters, often under the leaves. Drupes ripen in late summer, turning 
from green to white but are still not noticeable until the leaves drop. Woodpeckers and flickers 
enjoy the fruit in fall, but sparrows and chickadees enjoy them in winter.    
 
Virginia Creeper, Parthenocissus quinquefolia, is of the grape family. This vine is usually admired 
more for its fall foliage than for its inconspicuous panicles of yellow-green flowers or small berries 

that are dark blue when ripe. Scores of birds enjoy feeding 
on this vine; few berries remain now.  
 
A surprising number of larger wild grapes (which are 
berries) are still on vines, seemingly overlooked by squirrels 
and bears. It’s hard to tell what variety they are, probably 

Fox Grape, Vitis labrusca. This is the plant from which the 
cultivar “Concord” was produced in 1840s. The fruit is 
small, with a skin which slips off easily. The small, blue-
black berry is described with a “foxy" flavor that usually 
becomes more palatable after frost and clings to the vine 
until consumed.  
Wild grapes are highly beneficial to wildlife. They provide 
pollen to insects, foliage to caterpillars, plant juices to 
beetles and leaf hoppers and fruit to many birds and 
mammals. They also provide dense leaf cover for 
nesting habitat and safe hiding places.  

 
Several types of shrubs have conspicuous friut now. A 
favorite is Winterberry, Ilex verticillata. It is a deciduous 
shrub whose drupes are really obvious once the leaves 
fall. It is a dioecious shrub; male and female flowers are 
borne on separate plants. When you plan your garden 
ensure you have both male and female specimens for 
successful pollination and fruit production. Fruit persists 
in good conditions throughout the winter and provides a 
good emergency food source in harsh weather for many 
birds. Mice eat the fallen fruit. Deer will occasionally 
browse the twigs.  
 

Staghorn sumac, Rhus hirta or R. typhine, is a great winter source of visual 
interest and emergency food for wildlife. It can be difficult to use in a planned 
landscape because it can spread by 
self-seeding and root-suckering, but 
works well on edges of meadows and 
along roadsides. The plants are 
primarily dioecious and produce 
dense clusters of drupes called 
“sumac bobs” which will be eaten by 
birds only when little else is available.  
 

Another great native shrub still 
holding its fruit (which are drupes) is 

Viburnum. Without its leaves it’s hard to correctly identify, 
but it is probably either Blackhaw Viburnum, Viburnum 

Photo courtesy of Donald Partelow, Pawling Library 

https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/va_creeper.htm
http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/fox_grape.html
https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/winterberry.htm
https://ahsgardening.org/wp-content/pdfs/Native_Shrubs_TAG_JF18.pdf
https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/stag_sumac.htm
https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/blackhaw.htm
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prunifolium or Nannyberry, Viburnum lentago. Many birds enjoy the fruit especially during Fall 
migration. They are also eaten by chipmunks, squirrels and mice.  
 
Two trees, locally referred to as Cedars, are providing good support to wildlife now - Eastern red 
cedar and Northern white cedar (neither of which are of the genus Cedres).  They do not 
actually flower and do not form a fruit as an ovary for their seed. Instead, they form a cone, a 
rigid vessel for the developing seed. They are gymnosperms which translates to “naked seed” 
which develop outside of an ovary. When the cone is mature and dries out, the scales will open 
and drop the seeds.   
 
Eastern Red Cedar, Juniperus virginiana, is dioecious, 
producing male pollen cones and female seed cones on 
separate trees. The pollen cones release their pollen in 
spring which is spread by wind to cross-pollinate the seed 
cones. Often called “juniper berries”, the female seed 
cones are covered by a waxy coating which turns blue in 
autumn. Because they are relatively high in carbohydrates 

and fats, the berry-like cones 
are eaten by many songbirds 
and some upland gamebirds 
as well as many mammals 
from bear to mice.   
 
Northern White Cedar, Thuja occidentalis, is monoecious, 
developing male pollen cones and female seed cones on the 
branchlets of the same tree. Both the pollen and the subsequent 
mature seeds are spread by wind. Also known as American 
Arborvitae, it provides many insects, mites, birds and mammals 
with both food and shelter.    

 
Last but not least on my daily walks, a big old Crab apple tree is still feeding wildlife. The fruit 
(which are pomes) is quite tart in late summer but now are somewhat sweeter and have dried. 
They feed squirrels and some woodpeckers. When the dried fruit falls to the ground they are 
quite a treat for passing dogs.   
 
If you are interested in providing a wildlife friendly winter garden, now is a good time to observe 
what native plants thrive locally, and to make plans to incorporate some of those into an 
ornamental garden. Smaller shrubs whose fruit persists in winter are a good choice. They are 
visually appealing and nourish wildlife. Evergreens with cones provide food as well as shelter.  
Learn more at Cornell’s Lab of Ornithology “Bird Friendly Winter Gardens” and “Creating a 
Garden for Birds”   
 
Note: The Illinois wildflower website by Dr. John Hilty was used as the source for most of this 
article’s information. It is a useful resource for details of native plants in zones similar to those of 
the Hudson Valley. It also includes detailed information on the wildlife that benefit from and 
depend upon each of them.  
 
All photos courtesy of the author except where noted.    
 

 

https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/nannyberry.html
http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/red_cedar.htm
https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/white_cedar.html
http://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/trees/plants/prairie_crab.html
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/k12/bird-friendly-winter-gardens/
http://com-bbimages.s3.amazonaws.com/bbimages/email/care2/CreatingaGardenBirdNote.pdf
http://com-bbimages.s3.amazonaws.com/bbimages/email/care2/CreatingaGardenBirdNote.pdf
https://www.illinoiswildflowers.info/files/description.htm
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THE MASTER GARDENER BOOKSHELF 
 

SNOWY DAYS ARE FOR READING TO CHILDREN: 
 THESE BOOKS WILL CHARM THE CHILD IN ALL OF US 

 
By Chris Ferrero, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
If you don’t have small children in your life, you really need to borrow some. As gardeners, we 
have lots of wonders to offer little ones. And in winter months, reading to them is one of the 
delightful ways we can share the magic. 

Magical is one word to describe this series of nature 
books by Dianna Hutts Aston and Sylvia Long, called 
Family Treasure Nature Encyclopedias. They are 
only “encyclopedic” in that they each introduce little 
ones to a breadth and depth of awe-inspiring detail 
about their topics. But physically they are slim, 
elegant volumes that are more like a series of simply 
captioned fine art watercolors you can hold in your 
hands. The series includes: 

 A Butterfly is Patient 

 A Nest is Noisy 

 A Seed is Sleepy 

 A Beetle is Shy 

 A Rock is Lively 

 An Egg is Quiet 

 
Content is simply and beautifully presented, but sophisticated in the variety of facts introduced. 
In A Butterfly is Patient, we learn about every step of the life cycle, and that the journey from 
egg to adult requires “patience” because there are so many distinct stages a youngster must 

move through to become an adult.  Many kinds of butterflies 
are pictured with a cascade of adjectives – helpful, 
protective, thirsty! - on succeeding pages, and we learn 
about the challenges of Monarch migration, and how 
butterflies are unlike moths, on others.  

 

A Seed is Sleepy is also a tale of patient progression. 
Starting out not just quiet but hidden, they are shown setting 
out on a long, sun-seeking adventure. Again, adjective by 
adjective – secretive, clever, generous - a framework is 
created to introduce children to sophisticated topics like 
germination.  From the delicate dandelion to enormous palm 
seeds, the common and the exotic are all celebrated. And 
vivid, detailed paintings tempt young eyes to look closer to 
see this awesome process in their own landscape. 
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In A Nest is Noisy we are treated to all kinds of nesting creatures, and all kinds of nests that are 
built for their peculiar needs. Like the other titles, this book starts with the familiar – noisy baby 
birds in their twiggy tree nests – but goes on to describe species not as obvious to most of us. 
Gorgeous watercolors present spiky, muddy, papery and bubbly varieties of nests built by 
everything from alligators to ants, all of whom teach us about how babies are raised in the wild.  

 
Delightful features of all these books: 

 Simple, poetic narrative perfect for read-aloud 

 Stunningly detailed watercolor illustrations 

 Breadth of perspective on each species 

 Fascinating details to bolster sense of wonder 

 

The artistic style across all the titles is very 
consistent. Even the small type looks hand-drawn, 
contributing to a natural feel and augmenting the 
watercolor illustrations. And the cursive captions 
follow graceful, curved paths. This mirrors much of 
the beauty in nature, where curved lines outnumber 
straight lines and offer the human eye a peaceful 
place to rest. 
 

Various reviews suggest a wide range of ages for this series. Some say 3-5, others 5-8 and also 
7-10. This would indicate adults should use their judgment, but there is no downside in 
introducing these concepts to the very young. Even babies would appreciate the colors and 
form that bounce off these pages and the musical prose that describes them. Adults will enjoy 
the same, and also the opportunity to share why we love nature in the garden.  

When Dutchess County Master Gardener Volunteers present children’s workshops that 
celebrate what we call “beneficial garden visitors”, we try to build an appreciation of not-so-
pretty – and sometimes fearsome -- creatures like toads, caterpillars, bees and beetles that are 
valuable parts of nature.  We’ve used the phrase “LOOK before you squish!” to encourage a 
thoughtful approach to co-existing with wildlife. These books all support that message in a most 
beautiful way.   

 

Retail prices of hardback editions are about $16, and paperback editions where available are 
retail at $8. 

 

Want to bring children’s gardening programing to your community? Ask your library to 
sign up now for one of the Master Gardener Speakers' Bureau children’s workshops, 
best held in spring. Contact Joyce Tomaselli at (845) 677-8223 x134 or 
jdt225@cornell.edu  
 

 

The Master Gardener Bookshelf is a regular feature of Dutchess Dirt that allows  
Master Gardener volunteers to share personal favorites with home gardeners.  
Email your comments – and ideas for future books! - to ferrerocm@gmail.com 

mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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ARTICLES OF INTEREST 
Simple Fleshy Fruits Definitions 
NYBG What is a Fruit? 
NYS IPM Woodchucks!  
University of Maryland Rose Rosette Disease (see Monthly Quiz, below) 
Purdue Fascinating Fasciation (see Monthly Quiz, below) 
Pandemic Vegetable Gardening Series by Cornell Horticulture Chair, Steve Reiners. 
 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

Wednesday, January 5, 6:00-7:30 pm, Dutchess Land Conservancy online Earth Matters: 
Winter Speaker Series. Heather Holm: Attracting Bees and Beneficial Insects with Native 
Plants. To register, click here. For more information, visit https://dutchessland.org/ 

 
Wednesday, January 26, 6:00 pm, Pawling Free Library online, “Protecting your Garden 
from Nuisance Wildlife” by CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer Mary Nisley. For more 
information visit pawlingfreelibrary.org  

Saturday, February 5, 10:00 AM to Noon, online, Winter Seed Sowing: Growing Native 
Plants from Seed by CCE Putnam. This webinar will include a hands-on demonstration with 
materials provided so that attendees can follow along at home. For more information and to 
register click here. Registration must be made by Sunday, January 30. Materials must be picked 
up by February 3.  

Wednesday, February 2, 6:00-7:00 pm, Dutchess Land Conservancy online Earth Matters: 
Winter Speaker Series. Becca Rodomsky-Bish: The Challenges Birds Face and How Our 
Yards Can Help. To register, click here. For more information, visit https://dutchessland.org/ 
 

 

NYS IPM FIRST FRIDAY EVENTS  
Colleagues at New York State Integrated Pest Management have created a series of 30 minute 
talks on various pests and using Integrated Pest Management to avoid problems they may 
cause. The talks are offered the first Friday of each month at noon. The topics are timely and 
interesting such as dealing with mice in your home, and dealing with stink bugs which can be a 
challenge as cooler weather arrives. Click here for the list of topics, past recordings, and 
registration. 
    

 
LOWER HUDSON PRISM ECO QUEST 

The Lower Hudson PRISM EcoQuest is a scavenger hunt-style challenge to find and document 
an invasive plant or animal (and their native counterpart!). It asks volunteers to take and share 
photos via iNaturalist, an easy-to-use mobile app that instantly connects you to thousands of 
other citizen scientists. Each month a new challenge is announced. To learn more and 
participate go to https://www.lhprism.org/invasives-strike-force-ecoquest-challenges. There are 
many other good resources on the website including iNaturalist and Seek tutorials.  
 

https://science.jburroughs.org/resources/flower/fruit1.html
https://www.nybg.org/blogs/science-talk/2014/08/what-is-a-fruit/
https://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2022/01/03/woodchucks-guest-post-by-dr-paul-curtis/
https://extension.umd.edu/resource/rose-rosette-disease
https://www.purdue.edu/hla/sites/yardandgarden/fascinating-fasciation/
https://cals.cornell.edu/school-integrative-plant-science/school-sections/horticulture-section/outreach-and-extension/pandemic-vegetable-gardening
https://dutchessland.org/earth-matters-virtual-winter-speaker-series-starts-november-3rd/
https://dutchessland.org/
https://www.pawlingfreelibrary.org/
http://putnam.cce.cornell.edu/events/2022/02/05/winter-seed-sowing-growing-native-plants-from-seed
https://dutchessland.org/earth-matters-virtual-winter-speaker-series-starts-november-3rd/
https://dutchessland.org/
https://nysipm.cornell.edu/whats-bugging-you/first-friday-events/
https://www.lhprism.org/invasives-strike-force-ecoquest-challenges
https://www.lhprism.org/resources
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MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

  
There are three things “wrong” with this plant. 
It is a multiflora rose with Rose Rosette 
Disease (a virus spread by mites) with fungal 
dieback. It is also displaying “fasciation”, a 
relatively rare condition that happens when 
plants grow abnormally into flattened or 
contorted shapes.   

What is this weed which is still growing 
happily in January?  
 

 
 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 
Due to COVID-19 our office is not open to the public. We not accepting soil or diagnostic 
samples to be brought to the office without prearrangements. Please email Francheska Kuilan  
at fk232@cornell.edu for forms and instructions.  
 

Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
The Horticulture Hotline is closed for the season. Diagnostics questions can be left for Joyce 
Tomaselli at 845-677-8223 ext. 134 or emailed to jdt225@cornell.edu. Written questions can be 
submitted to our website at www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening. Click on Contact Us and select 
the topic of Gardening. If a photograph is included, please ensure it is focused and as close up 
as possible.    
 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Joyce 
Tomaselli at jdt225@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org  

 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  
 

 

  

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and 
Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 

mailto:fk232@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

