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Lately there has been a lot of  interest in planting for 
pollinators.  Who can resist the beauty of  a monarch or 
yellow swallowtail butterfly as it sips nectar from a flow-
er?  How can’t you be captivated by the antics of  the 
hummingbirds as they dart from plant to plant? 
 

There’s another species of  pollinators though that get 
overlooked….maybe because they aren’t as flashy.  That 
would be the moth. 
 

WHAAAAT? 
 

That suicidal creature that beats itself  against my porch light in the sum-
mer????  That vile caterpillar that spins webs in my oak trees????  That flour
-devouring monster that invaded my pantry and reduced me to a bleach-
wielding maniac???? 
 

Well, yes.  You see, like most things in life, there is a positive side to moths. 
 

Moths provide a critical food source for various birds, bats and mammals.  
One study showed that a single clutch of  chickadees consumed about 9,000 
caterpillars before fledging (don’t ask who sat around doing THAT count!).  
Moths can also be valuable pollinators….more on that in a minute. 
 

Moths, like their flashier butterfly cousins, are in the order Lepidoptera.  
Both go through the same life cycle of  egg, caterpillar, pupa, and winged 
adult.   The major differences in the two include the moth’s body size, 
which is burlier than the more diminutive butterfly, and their period of  ac-

tivity and feeding.  Butterflies are active in daylight hours 
whereas moths are more active at night.  Because of  this  
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typical nocturnal activity, moths are less likely to be observed 
than butterflies.  But in reality, North America alone boasts 
about 12,000 species of  moths compared to only 800 species 
of  butterflies! 

Many moths do not feed as adults but those that do are im-
portant pollinators as mentioned above.   Out west, the yucca 
moth (Tegeticula sp.) is the only pollinator for the beloved 
Joshua tree. In the Florida swamps, the rare ghost orchid is 
pollinated by the giant sphinx moth (Colytius antaeus).  How-
ever, recently it was discovered that the pawpaw sphinx moth 
(Dolba hyloeus) will also pollinate this endangered plant. 

 

Well, that’s nice, but what moth species will help me out in my garden here in New York?  Here 
are a few. 
 

First, the weird-looking pandorus sphinx moth 
(Eumorpha pandorus), which I found hanging around 
my garden last summer and was the inspiration for 
this article.  This one loves lychnis (white campion) 
and petunias.  See the photo on the previous page 
for a look. 
 

The hummingbird clearwing moth (Hermain 
thysbe) is a big guy and can be mistaken for a hum-
mingbird if  you look quickly.  I’ve seen this one at 
our Master Gardener Demonstration Garden at the 
Parker School.  They like thistle, butterfly bush, phlox and others. 

 

Plant thistle and you’ll have a magnet for the white lined sphinx 
moth (Hyles lineata). 

 

The tersa sphinx moth (Xylophanges tersa) is a generalist that 
wills pollinate many flowers, although honeysuckles are a favorite. 

 

I hope I’ve convinced you that moths aren’t inherently a bane on 
your existence and that you are now a moth-er.  So, mark your calendars because July 23-31, 2022 
will be National Moth Week! 

 

References and further reading:  iNaturalist.org Butterfly and Moth Guide; Xerces.org; The American Gardener (AHS) Nov/Dec 2021   
Moths: Food Chain Foundation; Smithsonian Magazine May 15, 2020 Moths Work the Pollinator Night Shift 

Clearwing hummingbird moth from 

iNaturalist 

White lined sphinx moth from iNaturalist 

Tersa sphinx moth from iNaturalist 



I got a grow bag through the kindness of  another Master Gardener and I thought I would try a 

potato. A grow bag is any bag with handles made of  a water permeable landscaping fabric. The 

handles are important because they allow you to move the bag to other locations as necessary. My 

grow bag was about a foot in height and a little over a foot in diameter. In theory a grow bag 

would be ideal for potatoes, since instead of  digging for them, you could just empty out the bag 

and compost or dump the used soil into your garden. The bag would ensure good drainage similar 

to a raised bed. 

So I bought a small ‘Yukon Gold’ seed potato and cut it in half  making sure there was an "eye" on 

each half, then let it dry a day or two. I thought I would also try some companion plants, such as 

marigolds and kale, too. After viewing a couple of  YouTube videos and consulting some websites, 

I filled my grow bag with fresh soil. I also added 

some sand, since the soil seemed a little too 

dense. Root vegetables like a sandy loam soil. 

The bag was set in a sunny southwest location 

where I could easily monitor the progress of  the 

potatoes and keep it watered. 

 As the plant grew I added soil to mound up the 

plant to encourage more root development. 

(This was suggested in one of  the videos I 

viewed.) It also meant that I had to pull up the 

kale plants so they didn't get buried and rot. 

 By the end of  summer, the plant started to yel-

low and dry out despite my watering, so I inves-

tigated and found potatoes! Here I thought I 

killed the plant, but it still produced a little over a 

half-pound of  potatoes. 
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Planting a potato 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Michele Bager 
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Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

 

Pruning Your Deciduous Shade Tree 
 Itching to get back out in the yard and garden?  Fortunately there are 

some chores, such as pruning, that are best done in the “off” season.  Timing is 

very important when pruning or “training” your tree.  This time of the year 

(late winter to early spring) is an excellent time to shape or reduce the overall 

size through pruning.  It is easy to see the overall branch structure and easier to 

properly select the specific portion you want to reduce or remove.  Just prior to 

the onset of leaf expansion is also when the rate of “healing” or callusing over 

of the wound will be most rapid.  We are also not wasting valuable resources 

by removing any newly formed leaves. 

 Unless you are training a tree that naturally has a multi-stemmed habit, 

the first objective is to identify the central leader and the branches that will 

make up the framework of the tree, called scaffold branches.  The scaffold 

branches that are selected should have wide angles to the main trunk and 

should be evenly spaced on the trunk, with good radial spacing as well.  As the 

tree grows and matures, new, higher scaffold branches can be selected to re-

place the lower branches.  This will be determined by the intended use under 

the tree.    If the branches extend over a driveway, the lowest branch may need 

to be at a height of 15 feet from the ground; if the tree is on the lawn, the low-

est branch can be at a comfortable height for mowing.  Proper selection will be 

attractive, balanced, and provide a strong foundation and maximize light penetration. 

 Remove any co-dominate stems while they are still small.  A co-dominant stem is a “second leader” vying 

for the dominant point in the canopy.  Choose to keep the straighter, healthier looking branch.  Once a tree has 

become large and mature, removing a co-dominate stem may do more harm than good.  Lateral branch growth 

can also be pruned back as needed.  Remove lateral branches that rub or grow toward the interior crown of the 

tree.  When pruning back, be sure the lateral is at least 1/3 the diameter of the branch being removed.        

 When a larger branch, greater than one inch in diameter, needs to be removed, use a 3 cut method to 

avoid tearing the bark.  First, identify the branch bark ridge and the branch collar to determine where the proper 

pruning cut should be made.  The branch bark ridge is the area where the bark of the main trunk and the branch 

intersect and the branch collar is the slightly swollen portion of the branch at the point where it is attached to the 

trunk.  In some tree species, these can be difficult to identify.  Apply the 3 cut method beginning 12 to 18 inches 

out from where the final cut will be made.   

 The first cut is made on the underside of the limb, just deep enough to cut through the bark to prevent 

the tearing of the bark when the branch drops from the tree.  Several inches beyond this make a second cut from 

the top of the branch all the way through the branch dropping the weight of the branch from the tree.  The third 

and final cut can now be safely made at the proper location which is just beyond the branch collar.  The branch 

collar is the swollen area located at the base of the branch.  The branch collar is an important asset in wound 

“healing” and callus production.  Never make a flush to the trunk cut! 

 Evaluating your trees structure and scaffold selection can be done at this time each year.  Training your 

tree from an early stage will lead to a healthy, well formed tree that will be a valuable asset to your landscape for 

many years to come.  For larger more mature trees, consult a certified arborist for pruning or tree removal.    

This diagram shows the first two cuts 

described in the text.  Diagram from:  

Pruning: An Illustrated Guide to Pruning 

Ornamental Trees and Shrubs, Cornell 

Cooperative Extension Information 

Bulletin 23 

Text by Chuck Schmitt 



So, every autumn we peruse our local garden centers for that 
bountiful creature, the hardy mum.  “Hardy Mum” signs 
abound.  But did you ever buy one and plant it in your gar-
den?  Maybe anticipating seeing fresh green sprouts in the 
spring because…after all...it is hardy.  The sign said so. 

 

Unfortunately, the autumn mum is more akin to a marigold in 
that it loves the cooler weather and can take a little frost, but 
as soon as it gets really cold, it’s a goner. 

 

But there are truly hardy, perennial 
chrysanthemums.  You buy them in the spring like most 
other perennials.  So NOW is the time to look through 

your catalogues. 

 

When you find a plant that 
suits your fancy, make sure to 
take note of  its hardiness 
zone. Most of  the Capital 
District is in USDA Zone 5.   
A plant with a hardiness zone 
of  5 or less should do fine.  Chrysanthemums prefer full 
sun and, most importantly, good drainage.  A soggy site 
spells doom.  Planting them in the spring will give them 
time to establish and turn into truly “hardy mums.”   

 

Pictured here are some chrysanthemums that are rated 

to USDA Hardiness Zone 5.  These pictures came from the catalog for Bluestone 

Perennials.  
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Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Kathy Hartley 

Chrysanthemums:  Truth In Advertising 
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Baby, it’s cold outside!  While we huddle up to the fireplace or pay 
the oil delivery man for our comfort, trees and shrubs just stand 
out there and grin.  How do water-filled woody plants survive 
freezing, especially when temperatures fall below zero?  Let’s de-
mystify this rather complex process. 
 

The cold hardiness of the plant depends upon not just how cold 
the air turns, but also on rainfall, light intensity, day length, soil 
fertility, previous high temperatures, and the consistency of tem-
peratures.  The shrinking light and dropping temperatures which 
accompany autumn are the most crucial of these influences which 
naturally trigger plants to develop cold tolerance.  The longer a 
plant is exposed to these changes, the hardier it gets.  Scientists call 
this “acclimation,” while gardeners know it as “hardening off.”  If 
frigid temperatures occur before proper acclimation, plant damage 
may result.  For example, August’s lush English ivy plant may die 
if exposed to 25 degrees F, while it may withstand minus 30 de-
grees F in January after being properly hardened off.  Similarly, a 
winter warm spell might cause a plant to de-acclimate and later 
suffer if a cold snap follows – just another factor to keep us horti-
culturists awake at night. 
 

Genetics also play a part.  A red maple (Acer rubrum) native to Georgia will be less cold tolerant than the same spe-
cies from New England, even if hardened off in the same way.  That is why we often proclaim it is better to buy 
young woody plants from northern nurseries rather than from warmer climes.  But of course every species, even 
when properly acclimated and of the hardiest known stock, has its rock bottom temperature it can tolerate.  Wit-
ness the crepe myrtles in Charleston, SC but not Castleton-on-Hudson, NY.   
 

Forgive me for wandering:  my prose has evaded the original question better than a politician before Election Day.  
How exactly do woody plants survive winter?  Let’s go down to the microscopic level!  Plants are composed of 
cells and the spaces in-between cells, known as intercellular spaces.  If an un-acclimated plant is exposed to freez-
ing temperatures, it will be injured because the water inside each cell freezes.  The freezing water expands, the cell 
walls burst, and the cells die.  Not good.  The hardening off process stimulates the solutes (the stuff dissolved in 
the water inside the cell) to become more concentrated, or in other words, it encourages the cells to become less 
watery inside.  These less watery/more concentrated cells don’t freeze as easily.  It’s just like putting antifreeze in 
your car’s radiator instead of water.   
 

An interesting aside is that hardening off also makes the solutes in 
the in-between spaces less concentrated, or more watery.  This might 
seem dangerous, but freezing water in these intercellular spaces does 
not normally cause plant damage.  Yet even tough plants have their 
limits, and at some very cold temperature, the differences of more-
solutes-in-the-cell/less-solutes- outside-the-cell cannot be main-
tained.  The cells then may indeed freeze and die.  Let’s just hope it 
doesn’t get that cold this winter.          

Dry Out and Toughen Up 

Root  Concerns  Volume 17,  Number  1  Page 6  

Text and photos by David Chinery 



I would have never guessed that Brussels sprouts were 
favorite pickings for poets.  Linda Lawrence cried, “The 
mini cabbage will make us gag, that’s only fit for a black 
bin bag!”  Stuart McLean, writing in brogue as Robert 
Burns, penned “Some say ye taste like camel droppings, 
While others think you great” while Robert DeGraff 
praised his springtime seedlings then mourned their June 
death by woodchuck in his “Elegy For Brussels Sprouts.”  
Sure, some plants inspire poetry – witness Joyce Kilmer’s 
oak – but a member of the cabbage family?  Perhaps it’s 
because Brussels sprouts are not so much green but black 
or white – you either love them or hate them. 

 

But for me there had been a third option.  I loathe to admit it, but up until this fall, I had never eaten a Brussels 
sprout, so I didn’t know if this crucifer and I were at odds or perfect together.  As a kid, my mother had trouble 
enough getting me to accept green beans and carrots on my plate, so the poor woman knew better than to push 
her luck.   

 

Then I met our Master Gardener Tom, who years ago decided to grow and sample one new vegetable per year.  In 
this way, he went from being anti-beet to pro-beet.  While getting woozy just thinking of ingesting a beet (they 
taste like dirt) I suddenly remembered the Brussels sprouts I witnessed, at age 8, in my 4-H leader’s garden.  I was 
transfixed by the ungainly, towering plants, with weird spatulate leaves and funny knobs up and down the stems.  
Maybe this vegetable from “Lost in Space” was not only cool looking, but edible. 

 

Last February, on the advice of another Master Gardener, I went searching for the variety ‘Gustus.’  Just like the 
closely related cabbage and broccoli, Brussels sprouts are easy to start indoors in April from seed.  After that week 
of hard frost, I planted them out in late May, begrudging them the ample 
space (two and a half feet each way) I knew they required.  After supplying 
some mulch and a handful of fertilizer, I figured I could coast along for the 
99 days the sprouts needed for maturity, and I would become a man by eat-
ing one.  It was a summer of much rain and little sunshine, not a particularly 
good vegetable growing season, so I wasn’t banking on a banner harvest.   

 

God must have wanted me to face this challenge because the plants still 
grew.  Conventional wisdom says to top the plants in early September to 
make the sprouts swell.  I did it, and swell they did.  I stalled to Election 
Day, then asked my wife to cook them up.  Remembering their reputation 
for inducing flatulence, I was glad my calendar foretold only Zoom meet-
ings the following day.  The sprouts were picked, sliced, and sautéed in olive 
oil. 

 

Absolutely delicious!  While adding bacon to the mix definitely helped, from 

now on I will wax poetic o’er the noble sprout.  
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New Sprout for a New Year 

Text by David Chinery Pixabay.com 

Pixabay.com 



Pickling Paperwhites 
When I walked through the door it hit me, that old familiar smell.  It wasn’t lunch cooking, but something 

sweet, distinctly floral, and almost too powerful.  There were paperwhites somewhere in that house.  Like 

marigolds or mums, the odor of paperwhites is so unique and so strong that some folks open a window while 

others can’t get enough. 
 

My first encounter with paperwhites was an early one, perhaps dating back to age five or so.  I was taken 

along to hear a gentlemen discuss indoor gardening at a dark, unattractive Cooperative Extension office.  Af-

ter sitting on a harsh folding chair for an eternity, we were given three brown, peeling bulbs.  We took them 

home and followed the planting instructions.  Seemingly overnight, narrow green leaves shot up, followed by 

an abundance of very fragrant white flowers.  The simplicity of cultivation and high rate of success makes 

growing paperwhites an excellent project for beginner gardeners.  Instead of drinking the Kool-Aid, I smelled 

Narcissus tazetta, and I was hooked.        
 

If you want to give paperwhites a try, start by procuring them from a local garden center or nursery supplier.  
Next, secure a decorative bowl or dish (or a piece of your mother’s cookware) which lacks a drainage hole 
and that is at least two to three inches deep.  Fill this vessel with enough pebbles, pea gravel, or coarse sand 
to reach about one inch below the top. Add water until it is barely below the surface of the gravel. Set the 
bulbs on top and hold them in place with enough gravel to cover the bottom quarter of each bulb. Carefully 
maintain that water level, as too much water may cause the bulbs to rot.  Paperwhites are best kept in a cool 
location (50 to 60 ºF) in low light until they are well-rooted and the shoots appear, usually in about two to 
three weeks. They can then be moved to a spot with more sunlight and warmer temperatures. 
  

This process of persuading bulbs to bloom indoors, called forcing, is easy with paperwhites, since they don’t 
require the cold treatment demanded by other bulbs.  One pitfall, however, is that paperwhites tend to be-
come too tall and heavy for their own good, leading them to topple.  While various staking regimes can be 
devised, Cornell researcher Dr. Bill Miller has a novel solu-
tion:  alcohol.  He suggests planting your paperwhites as de-
scribed above, and letting them produce green shoots of 
about two inches.  Then, drain the water and replace it with 
a solution of four to six percent alcohol -- hard liquor or rub-
bing alcohol. 

To get a five percent solution from 80-proof liquor, which is 
40 percent alcohol (such as gin, vodka, whiskey, rum or te-
quila), add one part liquor to seven parts water. To use rub-
bing alcohol (isopropyl alcohol), which is 70 percent alcohol, 
dilute one part with ten to eleven parts water.  This will re-
duce the height of the paperwhites by 30 to 50% but flower 
size and number will remain normal.  Cheers! 
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Trees shedding leaves, perennials dropping their tops and even coni-
fers losing their inner, most private needles reveal the blueprint of the 
garden.  This autumnal striptease shows that gardens can be of two 
persuasions.  Informal gardens are asymmetric, often organized with 
curved or sweeping lines, with plants and other elements used in odd 
numbers.  Formal gardens are symmetrical, with matching elements 
and often (but not always) straight lines.  To me, the most exciting de-
signs are not all one or the other, but use both formal and informal 
themes.  While easy in theory or on paper, one snafu I’ve suffered from 
personally is when the formal goes slightly askew, making it not infor-
mal, just formally broken.   

 

Take my urns, please.  Big green metal Victorian jobs, about as formal 
as you can get.  I placed them on either side of the beginning of the 
long, straight grass walk through my perennial beds.  A symmetric de-
sign, until you realize that the left urn is a little too far to the left.  The 
problem is at ground level – the urn has to sit either on the lid of the 
septic tank cleanout, or to the right.  To the right would make the path 
too narrow, so it sits on high.  Symmetry stymied by a sewer stinks. 

 

A July windstorm disclosed that Mother Nature abhors formality.  After seeing a classical outhouse 
at Boscobel in Garrison, New York and similar columned garden buildings in England, I built my 
Greek Revival garden shed.  Two antique columns flanking a central door beneath a shallow gable 
make the affair look like something from an early nineteenth century Hudson Valley estate.  I created 
a formal, rectangular hosta garden in front, mirroring the size and shape of the shed (now upgraded 
to a “garden folly”) and flanked the bed with two Portland stone pineapples.  Class-ee!  Then the 
nearby pine fell, knocking the shed fourteen inches to the east and nearly destroying it.  After a tear-
ful interlude, I straightened it with chains and a come-along, then re-roofed, re-sided, re-painted.  
Whole again, but now shed and garden are unharmonious, akimbo.  Straightening the bed would 
mean moving many hostas into shade deeper than they like, so it is now my formerly formal cock-
eyed folly.   

 

Even the best formal gardens, underneath, might be a little off.  Adam Nicolson, grandson of the 
great gardener Vita Sackville-West, dished in his book about their world-famous home, Sissinghurst.  
“The Yew Walk is too near the Tower and the two rows of yews are too near each other.  Nor is the 
walk aligned properly with the paths in the Rose Garden, even though my father always claimed that 
was his fault.  Hadji (Adam’s grandfather) had 
asked him to place a marker in the Rose Garden 
that would exactly extend the line of yews.  The 
poor boy placed it about a yard and a half wrong, 
the new Rose Garden path was laid, and the kink 
in the alignment remains there to this day.”       

 

If Sissinghurst is truly wonky, I can stop yearning 
for straight urns and feel better about myself. 

When Good Gardens Go Crooked 
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Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

During the COVID 19 Pandem-

ic, our offices are closed to the 

public, but you are welcome to 

contact us as directed below. 

“Root Concerns:  Notes from the underground” is a shared 

publication of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer, 

Albany and Schenectady Counties.  It is published by Cornell 

Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County 
David Chinery (dhc3@cornell.edu and (518) 272-4210) 

Newsletter editor, designer and layout technician 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Albany County 
Carole Henry (ch878@cornell.edu and (518) 765-3516) 

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Schenectady County 
Angie Tompkins (amj22@cornell.edu and (518) 372-1622) 

 

“Cornell Cooperative Extension is an em-

ployer and educator recognized for valuing 

AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individu-

als with Disabilities and provides equal pro-

gram and employment opportunities.” No 

endorsement of products is implied. 

 

“Compared to gardeners, I think it is 

generally agreed that others under-

stand very little of anything of conse-

quence .”     

Henry Mitchell (author and gardening columnist, 1924-1993) 

Webspace.utexas.edu 


