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We look forward to fall for many reasons: the cooler 
air, the changing colors, and the falling leaves. One 
task that may or may not be something to look for-
ward to is leaf moving or removal. 

 

How we move or remove leaves can have a big im-
pact on the environment and on our health. In the 
past few years the state of California, and some mu-
nicipalities across the country, have started to restrict 
the use of gas-powered leaf blowers due to emis-
sions, particulates, and noise. 

 

"The hydrocarbon emissions from a half-hour of yard 
work with the two-stroke leaf blower are about the same as a 3,900-mile 
drive from Texas to Alaska in a Ford Raptor," said Jason Kavanagh, Engi-
neering Editor at Edmunds.com in 2011. Some of the components of two 
stroke engine emissions are benzene, 1,3-butadiene, acetaldehyde, and for-
maldehyde — known carcinogens. In addition to emissions, these two-cycle 
engine leaf blowers stir up particulate matter – pesticides, herbicides, dust, 
fungus spores - ultrafine particles measuring 0.01 microns or less. These can 
get into the deepest recesses of the lungs. Then there is the noise - For the 
user of a leaf blower the noise can reach 100 decibels (ear protection is rec-
ommended past 85 decibels), but even hundreds of feet away the noise can 
be in the mid-sixties, a level that can trigger increases in blood pressure and 
heart rates. While electric-powered leaf blowers can certainly be noisy, most 
have levels lower than two-stroke gas models. 

 

Switching to electric-powered lawn equipment requires us to take a moment 
to understand the run time, power, and charging process of the batteries. To-
day’s battery equipment is far beyond what we had even a few years ago in 
terms of power and capacity. Despite being relative newcomers to the field, 

battery leaf blowers now offer power on a par with gas models.  
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Most residential sized battery-powered leaf blowers 
have a limited run time per battery charge—30 minutes 
or less. This may be adequate for your needs. If not, 
having an extra battery ready and charged allows for 
larger leaf removal tasks. Some blowers come with a 
second auxiliary battery to allow changing out if the first 
battery gets depleted. And some manufacturers have 
created lawn equipment with batteries that are inter-
changeable – so your blower battery can be used in 
your weed-wacker, etc.   

 

Some people use a commercial lawn service for their 
yard care and maintenance. A few years ago, zero-emission lawncare was not economically feasible 
on a large scale. Now, the development of new battery technologies is going forward at a rapid pace, 
coupled with the development and manufacturing of electric equipment by both well-known and new 
companies. However, for the average lawn service business, a switch to electric is an enormous and 
initially costly change. Rationalizing the high cost and choosing what seems like the best new equip-
ment is the first difficulty. Next is the need to reorganize many parts of the day-to-day operation (one 
of the most important is how to keep all those batteries charged for the day). Finally, there is a need 
to retrain workers. Despite these difficulties, the advantages of a change to electric for lawn care ser-
vices include: 1) the probability that the initial expenses will be recouped in 3-5 years, 2) electrical 
equipment is cleaner and requires less maintenance, 3) the setup is faster and easier, 4) a dramatic 
decrease in noise and toxic gas emissions that is particularly beneficial to workers as well as to cli-
ents, and 5) the freedom from the fumes and hassle of filling gas cans and equipment. The draw-
backs of concern to the landscape professional include: 1) some electric equipment currently costs 
more than gas, 2) battery concerns including cost, charging stations (on-site charging through invert-
ers or solar panels is possible), time to charge, overheating, longevity, and disposal, 3) the possible 
need to pass some of the costs to customers, 4) problems with electric equipment in wet environ-
ments, and 5) lower power and run time compared to gas powered equipment. Many of the draw-
backs have or will become less problematic with the evolving zero-emission battery technology. Re-
duced emissions based on lithium-ion batteries do not solve all the concerns about climate change 
because of the environmental cost of acquiring the raw materials such as nickel, cobalt and graphite, 
but research in battery technology is changing and advancing. The outcome being that battery-
powered commercial equipment is improving rapidly. 

 

Perhaps a new attitude towards leaves will allow us to see the value of this autumn bounty, instead 
of removing, burning, blowing. Mulched leaves (try using an electric lawn mower) can provide valua-
ble nutrients to the soil when turned into the garden or left to decompose on the lawn. They are a 
source of calcium, magnesium, phosphorous, potassium and trace minerals tree roots have mined 
from the ground. The inherent organic matter can offer improvement to your soil structure. Fallen 
leaves also provide crucial habitat for pollinating insects that need the winter cover of leaf litter.  How 
about reacquainting ourselves with the old-fashioned rake for smaller jobs? 

Can we find ways to allocate leaves to a certain part of our property and let them overwinter? 

 

Whichever lawn equipment we choose, we can do our small but meaningful part to reduce our car-
bon footprint. Maybe ultimately, we will choose to eliminate our lawns entirely, replacing with native 
plants. It’s an evolution.  

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardeners  Becky Raymond and Betsy Kauffman 



It’s the inevitable truth I dread each year – the end of sum-
mer.  Put away the lawn furniture, manhandle the giant 
pots and containers indoors, and winterize the greenhouse.  
Although I can procrastinate about these jobs for some 
weeks more, the great indoor migration already saddens 
me.  Probably the only souls who hate it more are the 
houseplants who have been summering outdoors.  Like the 
temporary Cape Codders or Berkshire-ites, they must pull 
up roots and take more permanent cover before the first 
hard frost, which can be anytime from late September to 
early November in these parts.  How can we help them? 

 

Checking for insect pests is step one.  Years ago, folks 
would douse their incoming houseplants in a broad-
spectrum insecticide to make sure all the creeping critters 
were killed, similar to dipping sheep or ketchupping French 
fries.  Nowadays, we recommend a thorough exam first.  
Check stems for big bumps (scales), small colorful bugs 
(aphids) or tiny spider-like crawlers (mites).  Using a hand 
lens is de rigueur here.  Insecticidal soap and horticultural 

oil may be used to control many insects, but think twice about saving a heavily infested plant.  If you don’t knock 
down a pest population greatly before bringing the plant inside, all of your other houseplants may become buggy, 
too.  Sometimes it is easier to toss one plant on the compost pile rather than conduct triage on an entire house-
plant collection in the dead of winter. 

 

Some houseplants may have added a few pounds over the summer and now outstrip their containers.  Re-potting 
may be required to keep them upright and happy, but it should only be done for those in need.  Consider that 
many houseplants go into a winter torpor and grow very little, if at all.  Light is the limiting factor.  I sadly must 
remind you of the days and weeks (some say months) on end which are cloudy and overcast here in the great 
Northeast.  This makes houseplants virtually comatose.  Bigger pots, lots of water, and heavy doses of fertilizer 
won’t help.  Save those kindnesses for early spring, when increasing daylength will awakens both plants and gar-
deners. 

 

Houseplants moving back inside also exhibit radical behavior similar to my own back-to-school tantrums:  they 
drop leaves.  In the case of some species, such as the Weeping Fig (Ficus benjamina), an alarming amount of foliage 
can drop.  It is all simply the plant’s way of coping with less light and less humidity.  You cannot mist a plant 
enough to make a difference, but some gardeners do place plants on trays filled with pebbles and water in an at-
tempt to make a more humid microclimate. 

 

It is tempting to try to save a beautiful coleus, impatiens or other bedding plant over the winter, and while this can 
be done, providing enough light will be your biggest challenge.  But some of you are up to it.  I know a woman 
who grows tomatoes in her Poestenkill living room each winter.  Who says summer has to end?      

The Great Houseplant Migration 
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Text and photos by David Chinery 



As the growing season winds down and the cooler temperatures arrive, I always feel the need to 
assess the productivity of  the year.  Thoughts like: the cucumbers were great, but the tomatoes did 
poorly or the begonias hardly grew, but the autumn clematis was spectacular- you get the picture.  
The list can go on and on.   

 

But this year I am also considering how productive my 
home plot has been for all the creatures that crawl, fly 
or jump through it. The idea that the natural world is 
under serious assault is not a new one.  And the idea 
that we need to do more to help is ever present in my 
mind. Doug Tallamy, in Bringing Nature Home as well as 
other books and articles I have read, explains in great 
detail how important it is to plant natives and other 
pollinator friendly plants to encourage all these critters. 

 

After reading Dr. Tal-
lamy’s book, I was ini-

tially discouraged.  What could I REALLY do?  I had downsized 
to a 1/3 of  an acre plot in an HOA controlled, lawn loving de-
velopment.  The house came with “foundation” plantings, many 
of  which I’ve come to learn are invasive plants.  I also learned 
that many of  the plants that I put in over the past 6 years were 
invasive - or really did not do much for the bees, butterflies and 

other critters.   

 

So, focusing on the positives, here is a 
partial list of  the “best” plants and 
structures in my small yard. 

Bulbs- Daffodils, tulips and hyacinths 
are all great for the bees in the early spring. 

Annuals- Zinnias short, tall, large flowered or small, as well as lantana 
(Photo 1), attracts butterflies such as monarchs and swallowtails, as well 
as all sorts of  bees, wasps and hummingbirds. 

Bringing Nature Here 
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Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Nancy SCott 
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2. 

3. 
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Perennials- Joe Pye weed (Photo 2), goldenrod, ‘Autumn Joy’ se-
dum, coneflowers, brown-eyed Susans and monarda bring color 
and insects at different times of  the year. I also have a special 
space for the all-important local milkweed plant (Photo 3).  It 
spreads like crazy, and I spend a lot of  time weeding it out of  
places, but so many insects besides the monarch butterfly love it. 
They were covered with aphids this year and there was a whole 
ecosystem of  ants, bees, yellowjackets, moths, and ladybugs en-
joying that little corner of  the garden. 

Shrubs - The early blooms of  Weigela attract bees and humming-
birds and, if  trimmed back after the first flowering, they will 
bloom sparsely again later in the summer and even into the fall. 
Ninebark and spicebush were humming with life during their 
bloom time. 

Trees- Apple, peach and crabapples all looked gorgeous in the 
spring and helped provide food early in the year (Photo 4). In the summer, the hummingbirds 
went crazy for the ripe peaches! An oak tree in the front of  the house, provided food and shelter 
for many insects and caterpillars that birds need for feeding their young. 

Bird bath- Not wanting to attract chipmunks and squirrels (or bears) by putting out a feeder, a bird 
bath created a great way to watch the birds, and provided them with a place to clean and cool 
themselves (Photo 5). 

Stonewall- The chinks between the stones provided space 
for insects and toads to hide. A small, non-aggressive bee 
family took up residence this year.  

Hummingbird feeder- what a show!  I plan on putting at 
least two more in 
next year. 

All the flowering 
plants attracted 
pollinators to my 
garden and helped 

with my fruiting vegetables such as the squash 
(Photo ??).   The birds spent some of  their time check-
ing for insects and provided lots of  interesting antics. 
All in all, I felt it was a very productive year.  

So, what about you?  How many beneficial insects and 
critters were attracted to your yard?   

For more information on Dr. Doug Tallamy and planting native plants, visit :  
https://homegrownnationalpark.org/ 
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Remember film cameras, Yellow Pages, and rotary dial phones?  

We’re used to consumer goods falling by the wayside, and the 

same thing can happen to plants.  Mugwort once flavored ab-

sinthe, but luckily virtually no one drinks that anyone.  Giant 

hogweed, grown for its spectacular floral display, is now 

deemed too deadly to handle and banished from gardens.  

Papyrus has a past more glorious than it’s present, too.  

Some may recollect that papyrus was used to make paper, 

and fewer still might know that Baby Moses floated in a papy-

rus basket.  That was all long ago, so where is papyrus now? 

Not in Egypt, it turns out, where it has largely disappeared 

from the Nile Delta.  However, papyrus (Cyperus papyrus) is 

common in other parts of its native Africa, and has escaped 

cultivation to become an exotic weed in Florida, Hawaii, and 

Louisiana.  Here in upstate New York, we have no worry of a 

papyrus invasion, since it is a true lover of warmth and not 

winter hardy.  It requires lots of moisture, and will readily grow 

in standing water, in locations with full sun to partial shade.  

Now I must confess, I’m not interested in making my own pa-

per, so you might wonder why I’m pontificating over papyrus.  

Quite simply, it makes a spectacular container-grown plant.  I 

bought a small clump in early May from a local garden center, stuck it in a large planter-box on 

my patio, watered it religiously, and now have a spectacular specimen at least six feet tall.  The 

clump increases by rhizomes, which produce long, green, triangular stems.  Each stem is topped 

with a feather-duster-like growth sporting flowers which might be likened to green fireworks.  Mis-

souri Botanical Garden describes it technically as “umbellate inflorescences of 100+ narrow-arching 

thread-like rays four to twelve inches long.”  Perhaps you have to see it to believe it, but one you 

experience a papyrus, you likely will want to grow one.       

But I don’t have room for a six foot papyrus, you cry.  Well, they have solutions for that, in the 

form of smaller models.  ‘King Tut’ is a dwarf papyrus growing to four to five feet tall, whereas 

‘Baby Tut’ tops out at in the two foot range; both names reference the famous pharaoh Tutankha-

mun, another noteworthy native of Egypt.  There is also a ‘Baby Moses’ papyrus available, although 

details on his eventual height remain sketchy.  All these can be grown as annuals and left outside 

to pass with the killing frost, or brought indoors to overwinter with the family.  

Just in case you want to make papyrus paper, here is a Cliff Notes description.  Papyrus stems 

are cut from the plant and the tough outer layers peeled away, leaving the softer inner tissue, 

which is shaped into strips.  These are soaked in water for several days, then arranged in right-

angled layers, pressed, then dried, making a durable, 

beautiful writing surface for penmanship, another lost art.   
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Pretty Papyrus Lives On 

Text and photos by David Chinery 
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Apple Growing People 

I see him sitting on the deck railing alone. I hear him cooing that call doves 

do. He checks the flowerpots and underneath the Alberta spruce on the 

porch. He sits in the trees nearby. Doves mate for life. He lost his mate. 

Here is their story. 

“We’re apple picking people!” Rachael Ray chirped on one of her 
memorable cooking episodes.  She wasn’t referring to her Holly-
wood friends or big city agents, but her original homies, we who live 
in upstate New York.  Despite being surrounded by some of the fin-
est orchards in the world, gardeners here are sometimes tempted to 
grow their own.  And while the apple seems naturally adapted to our 
climate and landscape, there’s more to it than calling in some Johnny 
with seeds.   
 

Site is critical – apple trees need full sun, all day, to produce evenly 
ripe, abundant fruit.  Soil that is neither too dry nor too wet is also 
crucial, with a good degree of fertility.  Although it isn’t mandatory, 
many orchards are planted on a hillside, not for picture postcard val-
ue, but rather for microclimate considerations.  Cold air travels 
downward, and a late spring frost, anathema to tender flower buds, 
will be harsher in a valley than higher up.  In fact, we’ve had years 
here in the Hudson Valley when harvests were severely decreased by 
one cold spring night. 
 

Although you may pine to grow your favorite orchard apple, consid-
er some of the newer varieties, which offer better disease resistance.  
For example, Cornell recommends ‘Liberty’ for home gardeners over 
the omnipresent ‘McIntosh’ because it is less susceptible to fungal 
pathogens.  Planting a ‘Liberty,’ enjoying better apples with less wor-
ry about fungicide applications, and buying some local ‘McIntosh’ seems like a no-brainer to me.  Other cultivars 
with fewer problems include ‘Williams Pride,’ ‘Sansa,’ ‘Freedom,’ ‘Priscilla’ and ‘Goldrush.’  ‘Jonamac,’ ‘Empire,’ 

‘Gala’ and ‘Keepsake’ are also recommended as easy to prune and 
consistently bearing.  Check local nurseries and mail-order houses in 
late winter for the best selection. 
 

Apples got Adam and Eve into trouble, so now I must bring up the 
trickiest of topics – pollination.  This is a fancy word for plant sex, 
and many apple varieties need to be cross-pollinated, which involves 
the transfer of pollen from one cultivar to another cultivar in order 
to “do the deed” and make an apple.  This is why honeybees, those 
paragons of the insect world, are so important in apple production.  

You’ll need to plant two or three different apples that flower at the same time for good cross-pollination.  A chart 
which shows what crosses with which is available in Extension offices or fruit tree catalogs.  Shucks, life would be 
simpler if only ‘Jonamac’ could buy ‘Priscilla’ a drink.     
 

In the case of backyard apple trees, smaller is often better, and many cultivars are offered on dwarf rootstocks.  
This means that your ‘Liberty’ apple tree can have a ‘Liberty’ top (officially called the scion) grafted onto a root 
system that keeps the tree short – perhaps as small as ten feet at maturity.  The fruit of this small tree is as good, or 
better than, the fruit of the same cultivar on an intermediate or full-sized tree, plus picking, pruning and pest con-
trol is easier, less space is needed, and fruit sets at an earlier age.  No brainer!   

To learn about Cornell’s newest apple varie-

ties, ‘Cordera,’ ‘Pink Luster’ and 

‘”Firecracker’ visit :  

https://news.cornell.edu/stories/2020/09/crunchy-

complex-cornell-releases-three-new-apples 

Text  by David Chinery 

https://news.cornell.edu/ 
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Lycorma delicatula, or Spotted 
Lanternfly (SLF), is an invasive 

plant hopper from Asia and is an ag-
ricultural pest. In the United States, 
it was first found in Pennsylvania in 
2014. Spotted Lanternfly has been 
found in New York State on Staten 
Island, all New York City boroughs, 

Long Island, Port Jervis, Sloatsburg, 
Orangeburg, Ithaca, Binghamton, Mid-
dletown, Newburgh, Highland, and the 
Buffalo area. SLF threatens the agri-
culture and forestry industries, and is 

also a nuisance pest. The nymphs 
and adults feed on over 70 different 

plants, but is especially detrimental to 
grapes, a black walnut, hops, maple 

trees and apples.  New York State Ag 
and Markets supported Cornell 
Cooperative Extension efforts to 
help bring awareness to commu-

nities and we developed this 
Public Service Announcement 

video.  To view the video, please 
click this link:  https://youtu.be/

ehbox8CHWEY 

Watch Out for Spotted Lanternfly 

https://youtu.be/ehbox8CHWEY
https://youtu.be/ehbox8CHWEY
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Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

In Albany County:  Call (518) 765-3514 weekdays from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM and ask 

to speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions by visiting their 

website at www.ccealbany.com    

 

In Schenectady County:  Call (518) 372-1622 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon, fol-

low the prompt to speak to a Master Gardener and press #1.  You can also email 

your questions by visiting their website at  

http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/  

 

In Rensselaer County:  Call (518) 272-4210 Tuesdays and Thursdays from 9:00 AM 

to Noon and ask to speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions 

to Dhc3@cornell.edu 

“Root Concerns:  Notes from the underground” is a shared 
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“Suddenly summer's work is over, and whatever trials 

there were are done with. My heart is light... I am stand-

ing in a new-minted world, summer folded away like a 

rose pressed in a book. .”   

Gladys Taber (Writer, 1899-1980) 
 

https://lanierivester.com/ 

http://www.ccealbany.com
http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/
mailto:Dhc3@cornell.edu

