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HAPPY NEW YEAR. GO OUTDOORS! 

By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 
 

January is often a month when we hunker down with seed catalogs, a good book or a jigsaw 
puzzle. The days are short. It’s cold outside. We can’t garden. We deserve to be lazy.  
 
But winter months are a great time to go outdoors and admire plants which are easily 
overlooked the rest of year; those which are evergreen, have cones, berries or interesting bark. 
The absence of leaves on trees lets them show off their shape and structure. The absence of 
leaves and flowers on shrubs encourages us to look more carefully for other identification 
characteristics. And if we can’t figure it out, we can use a smartphone app.   
 
Recent research from a Cornell team, published in “Frontiers in Psychology”, found spending 
time in nature can provide tangible benefits for mental health and well-being.  Specifically, “as 
little as 10 min of sitting or walking in a diverse array of natural settings significantly and 
positively impacted defined psychological and physiological markers of mental well-being for 
college-aged individuals.” Surely that positive impact can benefit all of us.     

So, rather than being lazy, let’s focus on being less stressed and perhaps improve our plant 
identification skills. Call a friend, collect some kids or a housebound neighbor. Plan a walk or a 
drive. Create a scavenger hunt. Make it an adventure.  

Start out looking for trees which are green, which will 
stand out well in the winter landscape. They will most 
likely be conifers, which bear their seeds in cones. 
Most conifers have needle-like leaves (e.g. spruce or 
pine). Some have scale-like leaves (e.g. juniper). 
Most conifer species keep their needles all year, so 
are called “evergreen”. Larch or tamarack (Larix) are 
an exception; they are deciduous conifers whose 
needles turn a beautiful yellow before they drop in 
autumn.  Read more how to identify these conifers. 

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02942/full
https://smallfarms.cornell.edu/2019/02/arent-they-all-just-pines-how-to-id-conifer-trees/
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Spruce have sharp short needles that are 
individually attached to the branch. If you 
roll a needle between your fingers, you can 
feel they are square. Older branches 
whose needles have fallen off are rough. 
There are three native spruces in New 
York: white spruce (Picea glauca), black 
spruce (Picea mariana), and red spruce 
(Picea rubens). You’ll need to look closely 
at their needles, bark and cones to tell 
them apart. Or you can just be happy to 
identify them as spruce.  

 

Pine trees have needles in clusters (called fascicles) of two, three or 
five on the stem. The number of needles helps identify the species. 
For example, eastern white pine (Pinus strobus) has five needles in 
each fascicle. Although this is an “evergreen” tree, it does shed 
some of its older needles in autumn. The resulting bare potions of 
the stems are smooth.   

Other evergreen trees, those with scale-like leaves, 
are often called commonly cedars. Northern white-
cedar (Thuja occidentalis) is also called eastern 
white-cedar, arborvitae, and swamp-cedar. Its cones 
are egg-shaped and in winter are cinnamon brown. 
Eastern red cedar (Juniperus virginiana) is also 
known as red juniper. It is “dioecious”, which means 
there are separate male and female trees. The 
female trees have silvery blue-grey fruit which is 
both ornamental and a good food source for birds.  

Keep an eye out for shrubs with berries. Some 
berries are consumed by birds as soon as they ripen 

in summer, e.g. elderberries but other 
berries persist into winter and provide 
much needed food. A common and 
brilliantly beautiful example is 
winterberry (Ilex verticillate).  

Don’t forget to look for vines with fruit. 
You’ll probably find Oriental bittersweet 
(Celastrus orbiculatus) with orange and 
yellow berries which is very common 
and badly invasive in our area.  

Photos from Cornell Woody Plants Database 

https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=103
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=104
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=104
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=137
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=137
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=111
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=118
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=118
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/syllabus/factsheet.cfm?ID=97
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/shrub/winterberry
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/shrub/oriental-bittersweet
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/shrub/oriental-bittersweet
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You may also see vines with white berries. Be careful! That 
vine may be poison ivy (Toxicodendron radicans) which 
can cause a rash on some people even in the midst of 
winter.  

If you’re lucky you may find 
a low-growing perennial 
with red berries called 
wintergreen (Gaultheria 
procumbens).  

 

Finally spend some time looking at the bark on trees. When trees are young their bark is often 
smooth but as they get older more distinct patterns are formed. (Beech is an exception; its bark 
stays smooth even when the tree is a hundred years old.) Some bark changes color, some 
forms deep cracks. Skilled professionals can identify trees just by the bark. We can cheat and 
use a smartphone app. 

 

 

 

So, although it’s January let’s get outdoors and spend some time discovering nature in winter. 
Practice identification skills or just hang out. It’s fun and it’s good for you.  

Note: The Virginia Tech Dendrology and  Minnesota Wildflowers websites are the identification 
resource used for plants in this article. They are a few of many useful resources available.   

Michael Wojtech “Bark: A Field Guide to Trees of the Northeast”www.knowyourtrees.com.  

https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/shrub/eastern-poison-ivy
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/wintergreen
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/flower/wintergreen
https://dendro.cnre.vt.edu/dendrology/
https://www.minnesotawildflowers.info/
http://www.knowyourtrees.com/
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DANDELIONS IN DECEMBER 
by Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Educator 
(Originally published January 2015, applicable January 2023)  

 
Taraxacum officinale, the dandelion, earned its name in the 15th century from ‘dent de lion’ 
French for “lion’s tooth” due to the plant’s deeply toothed leaves. It’s of the Asteraceae family, 
native to Europe and Asia and now common throughout North America. 
 

To most gardeners, it’s a dreaded perennial weed. We 
see the plant and immediately reach for a hand fork to 
ensure the long tap root is removed. In lawns it’s 
particularly despised. My mother hired me as a child to 
pull dandelions out of the lawn. She quickly learned to 
reward by volume rather than by time spent - budding 
gardeners are easily distracted.  
 
Not all detest it. Some use dandelions as an ingredient 
for salads, tea and wine. The dried root was used as a 
substitute for coffee in WW II. The seed heads are fun to 
blow into the wind.    
  
This determined dandelion was blooming in my yard on 
Christmas day. I let stay there.  

 
NYS IPM What’s Bugging You First Friday’s Series 2023  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The New York State IPM Program is excited to announce the 2023 What’s Bugging You First 
Friday Schedule.   
 
In this monthly virtual series, we explore timely topics to help you use integrated pest 
management (IPM) to avoid pest problems and promote a healthy environment where you live, 
work, learn and play. What is IPM? It's a wholistic approach that uses different tools and 
practices to not only reduce pest problems, but to also address the reasons why pests are there 
in the first place. Each month, our speakers will share practical information about how you can 
use IPM.  
 
Join us live, on the first Friday of every month from Noon to 12:30 EST on Zoom. Register for 
the year’s upcoming topics. The first session is January 6, 2023.  

https://cals.cornell.edu/new-york-state-integrated-pest-management/outreach-education/events/whats-bugging-you-webinars#2023
https://cals.cornell.edu/new-york-state-integrated-pest-management/outreach-education/events/whats-bugging-you-webinars#2023
https://cornell.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_6mzliMkANcTrgYm
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ARTICLES OF INTEREST 
Cornell Small Farms: Aren’t They All Just Pines? How to Identify Conifer Trees  
American Forests: The Language of Bark  
PSU: Research of SLF Feeding Damage on Young Maples  
MSU: Squirrel Injury to Spruce Trees in Winter  
 

MASTER GARDENERS SPEAKERS BUREAU 
Master Gardener Volunteers offer lectures on a wide array of subjects for gardeners. Favorite 
topics include: Vegetable Gardening; Pollinator Gardens; Home Composting; Sustainable 
Gardening Best Practices; Gardening in Small Spaces; Deer Defense; Bulbs for All Seasons; 
Spotted Lanternfly; Jumping Worms, Putting the Garden to Bed in Fall; and Nature in Winter. 
Additional topics can be prepared to meet a particular group’s needs or interests. Most of these 
topics are available to be delivered in person or online.  

The talks are 45 minutes in duration, followed by 10-15 minutes for questions from the group. A 
fee of $75 per lecture (or 3 for $200) helps support our numerous community projects.  To 
arrange for a speaker, and details of offerings, contact Joyce Tomaselli at jdt225@cornell.edu 

 

CCEDC 2023 Spring Plant Sale May 19 & 20  
 

Save the date!. Preparations continue with plant and seed 
orders, writing descriptions and signs creation. The Coleus 
and Geranium propagation cuttings are growing beautifully, 
ready to be bumped up into 8” “Mother” pots. After a few 
more months these plants will be cut again to create more 
plants for the sale.  
 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 

  
This is damage from squirrels who are eating 
buds. They cut the branchlets with their teeth 
then nibble off the bud and drop the remainder. 
It won’t harm the tree, just like a light pruning.  

Do you know what has damaged these 
trees?  

https://smallfarms.cornell.edu/2019/02/arent-they-all-just-pines-how-to-id-conifer-trees/
https://www.americanforests.org/article/the-language-of-bark/
https://www.morningagclips.com/study-examines-feeding-damage-caused-by-spotted-lanternflies-on-young-maples/
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/red_squirrel_injury_to_spruce_trees_in_winter
mailto:jdt2252@cornell.edu
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ANNOUNCEMENTS 
Our office is now open to the public, but staff are working from home some days. Please make 
pre-arrangements before bringing soil or diagnostic samples to the office.  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, (845) 677-5067 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.   
 
Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted all year long. Please contact our office 
at 845-677-8223 or email fk232@cornell.edu to arrange sample drop-off. There is a $15 fee for 
samples. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab website for reliable resources and information on 
our services.  
 
 
WATCH THIS SPACE. The format of Dutchess Dirt will upgraded soon to enable easy viewing 
on any device. Its content will remain focused on informative articles for the home gardener, 
usually written by Master Gardener volunteers who love to share what they learn to help other 
gardeners be more successful.  
 
 
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:fk232@cornell.edu
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/horticulture-diagnostic-lab
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

