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Winter is a great time to solidify 
what changes we want to make to 
our special garden places. 
 

A particularly difficult garden ter-
rain is a slope or side of a hill.  For 
years, I fought to keep the soil and 
perennials from sliding down the 
slope in the wet spring.  It was a 
constant battle to push the soil 
back up, and cover the roots where 
nature ran its course.  Additionally, 
bending over on the hill to weed 

was not good for the back or the plants I trampled while trying to keep 
my balance.   
 

If you lean toward a natural landscape look, consider making your own 
slope terrace.  There is no need to bring in a landscaper or purchase ex-
pensive terrace material, if you don’t mind a little cardio exercise in the 
soil.   
 

Using fallen tree branches and small saplings is a natural and no cost 
way to build your risers.  You can also use purchased landscape logs or 
large rocks. 
 

Think of the process as building a set of stairs.  The riser of your stair-
case is the vertical part between each stair tread.  The tread of the stair 

is consistent with the flat part where your plants will be 
placed. 
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Materials needed: 
You will need a tarp, level, shovel, rake, stakes, hammer, straight tree 
branches or tree trunks, and mulch. 
 
Building steps: 
1.  Remove any existing plants from the slope.  If they are going back 
into your space, this is a great time for plant division.  
 
2.  Build your bottom riser to a height that will support additional soil 
and your plant root depth.  In my example, I used large rocks removed 
from the hill itself.  
 
3.  Determine how deep 
your planting area will 
be (the terrace step).  
Generally, you will want 
it to be big enough for a 
few rows of plants.   

 
4.  Remove 
the soil, plac-
ing it on a 
tarp for later 
use.  Using a 
level, ensure 
the back part of your terrace step is level with the front of the 
step.  The front of your step should to be several inches lower 
than your rise as you will build the level up with additional soil 
and mulch.  
The rise at the back of your step will need to be linear for eas-
ier branch placement. 
 

5. Place the first layer of tree branches tightly along the back rise.  Add a second layer of branches.   
 
6. Hammer your stakes (approximately 24-36 inches apart) to se-
cure the branches already laid and those which you will be add-
ing to complete the rise.   
 
7.  Repeat the process for the remaining terrace levels. 
 
8.  It is time to shovel back the removed soil and plant your gar-
den, beginning at the top terrace. 
 
9.  Mulch your step and marvel in your work each time you “step” 
up the slope! 

Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardeners  Lorraine Ferguson 



It took me three weeks to get my Christmas lights up this year.  

Given that amount of time, I should have a display worthy of 

Washington Park or Rockefeller Center, but it’s just two vintage 

metal lawn chairs and a wooden obelisk strung with lights, a blow

-mold plastic Snoopy on the porch, and a pre-fab star with blue 

LEDs on the garage.  Despite my efforts being slower than a di-

gesting fruitcake, I really enjoy this last outdoor job of the gar-

dening year. 

While kids have Santa’s workshop to thank for much of the sea-

son’s magic, we need to give the gentlemen in Mr. Edison’s lab a 

nod for inventing Christmas lights.  In 1880, Thomas himself cre-

ated the very first string of electric lights and festooned them out-

side his Menlo Park headquarters, delighting passersby.  Two years later, Edward Johnson, a partner in the wizard’s 

Edison Illumination Company, wired together 80 red, white and blue lights and put them on his Christmas tree.  

Reporters were invited to Johnson’s mansion, not so much to offer them some holiday spirit as much as for the 

free publicity they might give the Edison Company.  The noble evergreen not only was the first-ever to feature 

electric lights, it also revolved, and it might just be the moment when keeping up with the Joneses meant in part 

out-doing their annual Christmas light display. 

Despite this early progress, it took decades for average Joes like me to be able to afford Christmas lights.  Initially, 

mistrust of electricity slowed demand.  It wasn’t a do-it-yourself affair, since a skilled electrician (then called a wire-

man) was needed to put together a light show.  According to a history of Christmas lights published by the Library 

of Congress, putting lights on a Christmas tree might have cost up to $2,000 in today’s money prior to 1903.  But it 

was in that year that General Electric offered the first pre-assembled strings of lights to the public.  Sold for the 

then hefty sum of $12, each string or “festoon” contained just eight lights.  In some cities, the festoons could be 

rented rather than purchased.  It would still take years for indoor Christmas lights to become widely popular, how-

ever, for the simple reason that it took a long time to electrify most of the homes.  Safe, practical outdoor lights 

didn’t arrive until 1927, when another generation of GE elves put them on the shelves. 

Today’s outdoor lights fall into two broad categories:  tasteful 

and tacky.  Down our road a large home displays upside-down 

tomato cages (which make mini conifers) and hundreds of feet 

of red and white lights, impressive yet refined.  Up the road a 

lovely weeping cherry is covered in small white lights, defining 

its twisted limbs and pendulous twigs to marvelous advantage. 

While I delight in these classy efforts, my inner child loves to 

see the hollow plastic Holy Family, often surrounded by Winnie

-The-Pooh, toy soldiers and reindeer, all part of this season of 

mixed messages, beliefs and traditions.  Let there be lights! 

Let There Be Lights! 
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Text and photos by David Chinery 
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There is no time warmer and fuzzier than Christmas, with jolly 
Santa, cute Rudolph and playful Frosty, so one wonders how 
exactly a cactus got caught up in all the excitement.  And with 
so many other holiday plants vying for attention, from the poin-
settia, holly, ivy and mistletoe to the big kahuna Christmas tree, 
it seems amazing there is space for a cactus, and a rather humble 
one at that.  But yes Virginia, there is a cactus, the Christmas 
cactus. 
 

Although it doesn’t hail from the little town of  Bethlehem, the 
Christmas cactus was in cultivation since at least 1818, decades 
before Dickens penned his “Christmas Carol.”  Today we know it botanically as Schlumbergera trun-
cata, and there are currently a total of  six Schlumbergera species recognized.  The journey to get to 
this level of  identification has been more tortuous than the travel of  the three wise men, as a vari-
ety of  plants were lumped under this name by one botanist, then given different monikers, such as 
Phyllocactus and Zygocactus, by other authorities.  Adding to the confusion were the numerous hy-
brids created and similar plants named for other holidays, including the Thanksgiving cactus.  In 
an effort to greatly simplify the story, I can say that Christmas cactus stems have rounded, sym-
metrical teeth, flowers that hang lower than horizontal and pink pollen.  Conversely, the Thanks-
giving cactus features stems with pointed teeth, flowers held horizontally, and yellow pollen.  In 
the name of  full disclosure I should also point out and describe the Easter cactus, the Holiday cac-
tus and the Whitsun cactus, but it would be past New Year’s if  I did.   
 

Although neither prickly nor spiny, the demeanor of  a Christmas cactus might generously be 
called simple and homely.  Lacking leaves, the green stems do all the photosynthesis, and are pad-
like with irregular edges.  As each new flat pad grows, its jointed construction plus its flexible con-
stitution give the plant a weeping habit.  The overall effect is of  a rather clumsy-looking creature.  
But what this cactus lacks in class is more than compensated by the flowers, which are multi-
petaled, tubular, and come in a rainbow of  colors, including red, rose, purple, lavender, peach, or-
ange, cream, and white.  The abundance of  vivid blooms on a cascading plant gives the impression 
of  a July Fourth firework.  With that in mind, I’m rather surprised someone hasn’t created an In-
dependence Day cactus.           
 

Cultivating a Christmas cactus is generally easy.  They require conditions similar to their native 
home along the Brazilian coast, where they live perched on other plants as epiphytes, or lolling on 
rocks as lithophytes, all because of  their rudimentary root systems.  Bright daytime light, tempera-
tures in the 60’s and long nights – fourteen hours of  darkness – are the ideal autumnal conditions 
to get plants to set buds and flower close to the year-end holidays.  Practice careful kindness, since 
overwatering can kill them, and full sun in summer bleaches the pads to a sickly yellow.   
 

Schlumbergera is no schlump – it’s part of  more holidays than your 
least favorite relative.   Text by David Chinery 

One Cuddly Cactus 

Parker Filer, University of Arizona 



It’s December, and like other good Americans I should be shopping, but 
I’m still raking leaves.  I’ve been cleaning up since October, mind you, but 
each windy day blows more leaves out of  the woods or over from the non-
raking neighbors and into my domain.  Great shoals of  leaves appear in 
front of  the garage, between the raised beds and against the back of  the 
house.  The Sisyphean task of  doing something with them only ends when 
the snow falls.  But when I’m in a glass half-full mood, these leaves present 
opportunity. 

 

Almost twenty years ago, I invested in a leaf  vacuum which sucks up the 
leaves, shreds them, and shoots them into an attached bag.  These leaves get stockpiled and used 
as mulch for all my garden beds, vegetables included.  The machine, which is about the size of  a 
walk-behind mower, is noisy and creates dust, so with my gloves, dust-mask, sunglasses and ear-
muffs on, I look ready to walk on the sun.   But these brown leaves are saving me some serious 
greenbacks.  Since the same machine today retails for $800, mulch costs $50 a yard, and I need at 
least ten yards of  mulch per year, what is the current pay-back time?  Less than two seasons.  This 
is definitely a garden-related investment I would make again. 

 

Running over leaves with a lawnmower and leaving them on the lawn is touted in the media each 
autumn, thanks to research from several state universities.  Scientists at Purdue point out that 
chopping and dropping is less time consuming than blowing, raking or vacuuming leaves away.  
Better soil structure, increased nutrient levels and fewer weeds are all benefits cited by Michigan 
State studies.  Okay, you say, mulching works in a research trial, but what about the real world?  
Obviously, heavy doses of  leaves, even if  chopped, can smother and kill a lawn, so this new advice 
has you mowing more often.  Mulching dry leaves is much easier on your machine than wet leaves, 
so you’ll have to watch the weather, too.   And it might be tough to follow this practice on a small 
lawn surrounded by many trees, where there just isn’t enough space to macerate a tremendous vol-
ume of  dead foliage into the turf.  In that case, I still see a need for raking, but there is a silver lin-
ing:  leaves make excellent fodder for a compost pile, the best solution of  all. 

 

I compost a large volume of  garden clippings and leaves in the 
laziest way.  My compost bin is a long wire fence enclosure, 
four feet wide.  I just dump stuff  in, and I might turn it once 
per year, if  I’m feeling ambitious.  Since this pile never gets hot, 
I try not to include a lot of  seedy weeds, which will come back 
to haunt me.  Compost forms on the bottom, and in the spring 
I open the sides of  the bin and dig some out.  Best of  all, I can 
feel satisfied and smug by turning pesky leaves into black gold.     
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Brown Nuisance Becomes Black Gold 

Text and photos by David Chinery 
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On the first day of  Gardening my true love 

gave to me…. 

… a shovel and a pear tree 

 

On the second day of  Gardening my 

true love gave to me.. 

… two garden gloves (and all of  

the above) 

 

On the third day? 

… three yards of  compost (and all of  the 

above) 

 

On the fourth day? 

… four ibuprofens (and all 

of  the above) 

 

On the fifth? 

… FIVE garden boys (and all of  the above) 

 

On the sixth day?  (Half  way 

there.) 

… six bulbs for planting (and 

all of  the above) 

On the seventh day?  

… seven stakes for staking (and all of  the above) 

 

On the eight day? 

… eight bugs a-

biting (and all of  

the above) 

 

On the ninth day? 

… nine worms a-working (and all of  the above) 

 

On the tenth day?  

… ten frogs a-leaping (and all of  

the above) 

 

On the eleventh day?  

… eleven turfgrass lectures (and all of  the above) 

 

And on the twelfth day? 

… twelve rugosa roses (and all of  the above). 

If you haven’t finished your gardening wish list yet, here’s a dozen sugges-

tions you may want to consider.  And, as you read, it’s okay to hum….or sing.  

Because we all know the music to “The Twelve Days of Gardening!” 
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A Gardener’s Gift List 

Lyrics by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Don Maurer 
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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. 

 

 

 
   Our large eastern white pine (Pinus strobus) lost a big limb 
in a recent windstorm, making me glad I wasn’t standing 
below.  White pine is a personal favorite, as it’s the tree I 
brought home in a rusty tin can from kindergarten in 1970 
to celebrate the first Earth Day.  Although they’re com-
mon as robins in spring, at one time people coveted, quar-
reled, and flogged one another over white pines, so much 
so that the species can claim to play a part in our country’s 
fight for independence.   
   Before Europeans arrived, vast tracts of  white pines stretched from New England through the 
Great Lakes area, south through the Appalachians to northern Georgia.  Often reaching 150 feet 
tall and higher, in forestry terms they represented 750 billion board feet of  timber.  Trouble ar-
rived in what would become Maine in 1605, in the form of  Captain George Weymouth of  the 
Royal British Navy.  His employer was finding it tough to find trees tall enough to become the 
masts of  their giant sailing ships, and the samples of  white pine Weymouth brought home became 
a national treasure.  Very soon, more Brits arrived in specially designed ships to harvest the 
“Weymouth pines” in loads of  20 to 40 of  the massive trunks at a time.  Britannia soon “ruled the 
waves” thanks to old growth New England pines. 
   Colonists found white pines appealing, too, cutting them down for everything from chests to 
cupboards to church pews and entire buildings.  This quickly brought them in conflict with their 
King and Country, represented by royal forestry agents.  In 1691, King William enacted the King’s 
Broad Arrow act, which reserved all white pines of  24 inch diameter and larger for himself.  The 
agents marked the reserved trees with a triangular blaze.  The colonists chopped down, sawed up 
and incinerated these trees, sometimes craftily blazing inferior trees nearby for the King as a con-
solation prize.  Loyal king’s agents destroyed the Colonist’s saws and sawmills; disloyal agents in-
vested money in the Colonist’s sawmills.  The King strengthened his laws and punishments.  In 

1722, a new British law reserved all white pines 12 inches in diameter and 
larger for the King.  When a new agent, Colonel David Dunbar, marched into 
Exeter, New Hampshire in 1734, he found the king’s pines floating in the 
sawmill pond.  No one would tell Dunbar who owned the mill, so he started 
flogging folks.  When Dunbar tried to carry off  the wood, further fighting 
erupted, but the Colonist’s rallied and kept ahold of  the timber.  
   Time did not heal all wounds.  By the 1760’s, the King wanted the Colonists 
to pay more for their own upkeep, so fines for cutting off-limits pines were 
more rigorously enforced.  This sparked the Pine Tree Riot in spring of  1772.  
Sheriff  Benjamin Whiting, while trying to collect fines from sawmill owners 
in Weare, New Hampshire, was beaten roundly; a group of  sympathetic judg-
es let the sawmill owners off  easy.  Soon, like the tea tax, stamp act and lack 
of  representation, the white pine was to play a part in the Revolution of  ’76.   

A Revolutionary Pine 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Flag_of_New_England 

Text by David Chinery 
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Spring Garden Day returns 
LIVE in 2023 

Watch your email and mail for  
the brochure in January 
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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 

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) 
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ployer and educator recognized for valuing 

AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individu-
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gram and employment opportunities.” No 
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“A garden is half-made when it is well planned. The 

best gardener is the one who does the most gardening 

by the winter fire.”   
 Liberty Hyde Bailey (Horticulturist, 1858-1954) 
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