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A Noble Perennial with Colonial New England Roots   
 

THE NATIVE AMERICAN KNOWN AS JOE PYE  
AND THE LOVELY NATIVE PLANT NAMED FOR HIM 

 

By Chris Ferrero, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 

Common names of plants can leave you scratching your head. And since botanical 
nomenclature can go back centuries, scientific names can also sound a lot yuckier than our 
ornamental plants deserve. 
 
The common name “Lungwort”, reflecting its early use to treat lung diseases, hardly describes 
the beauty of Pulmonaria. As for all those delightful Tradescantia species, “Spiderwort” is a 
terrible moniker; it was only earned because when you cut its stems, its viscous secretion 
becomes threadlike and silky like a spider web. And really, even if I believed Helenium causes 
allergic reactions (I do not, because it does not), I’d still hesitate to use its ridiculous common 
name, “Sneezeweed”.  
 
Indeed, “weeds” are among the most 
common of common names. Our home 
gardens have beautiful milkweeds 
(Asclepias), ironweeds (Vernonia), and 
bugleweeds (Ajuga), to name just a few. 
 
Among the most ornamental of weed-
named plants is Joe Pye weed, a stately 
late-summer bloomer adored by both 
pollinators and home gardeners. (Joe Pye’s botanical name until recently was Eupatorium, but it 
is among many plants reclassified with the help of advanced technology in the last 20 years, 
and it is now placed in the genus Eutrochium.) 

Ugly common names don’t belong on these beauties:  
Pulmonaria ‘Berries & Cream’, Tradescantia ‘Concord 
Grape’, Helenium ‘Mardi Gras’ (All photos: Missouri 
Botanical Garden) 

https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/pulmonaria-officinalis/
https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/tradescantia/
https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/helenium/
https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/asclepias-incarnata-subsp-pulchra/
https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/vernonia-noveboracensis/
https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/ajuga-reptans/
https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=eufi14
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Its floral color, described variably as mauve, rose or pink-purple, is 
welcome in the hottest days of summer, producing a mist-like 
effect from a distance, especially against a dark woodland 
background. Its stems are usually dark burgundy colored, and its 
foliage is vibrant as well.  
 
A New England Native from Colonial Times 
Joe Pye weed is not just a special perennial, but one whose name 
comes with special meaning. All the tales of the origins of this 
name revolve around a colonial-era medicine man, or herbalist, 
who is said to have saved the lives of an entire colony from typhus 
fever by using one of this species medicinally. 
 
Joe Pye was a name used by Joseph Shauquethqueat, a 
legendary tribal leader of the Mohican community in Stockbridge, 
Massachusetts. It was typical for natives to use English names for 
the purposes of communicating and doing business with their 
colonial neighbors. They frequently used names that could be 
easily pronounced, so Pye may have been a common surname.  

 
Records show Shauquethqueat was living as early 
as the 1740’s in Stockbridge, which had been set 
aside by the state legislature to encourage 
cooperation among indigenous people and 
European settlers. He became an esteemed 
member of not just his tribal community, but of the 
larger Stockbridge community as well, serving for 
years as a member of the town’s Board of 
Selectmen. 
 
The plant itself had widespread medicinal use; its 
leaves, stems, and roots were used in many forms 
to alleviate a wide range of ailments and 
symptoms.  Native Americans were known to 
share their knowledge of medicinal plants with the 
Europeans who came to the New World, who 
even though they may have used plants 
medicinally back home, were not familiar with 
many of the plants in New England. 
 
The dramatic effect of saving an entire New 
England colony from typhus, if true, would have 
elevated this plant’s use among generations of colonists. Some researchers believe it was 
named for Shauquethqueat only because of his celebrity, a nod to his central role in the 
community.  
 
There was of course not an ideal end to the story of Shauquethqueat and his tribe. George 
Washington by all accounts valued their service in the Revolutionary War, but afterwards 
forcibly “relocated” them to New York State, far from their ancestral homeland.  
 

Photo: TLC Garden Centers 

A pollinator magnet, Joe Pye Weed flowers present broad 
landing platforms for big butterflies with wide, unstable 
wings.  Photo: American Meadows 
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Why Native Americans Loved Joe Pye Weed 
▪ Poultice made from leaves was used to treat burns 
▪ Infusion of roots treated fevers, kidney troubles  
▪ Decoction of dried roots taken as gastrointestinal aid 
▪ Parts used for antiseptic or disinfectant purposes 
▪ Hollow stems served as straw for drinking water from low streams 

(Source: Native American Ethnobotany Database)  

 
 

Why Today’s Home Gardeners Love Joe Pye Weed  
▪ Late season beauty 
▪ Mauve flowers atop tall structural stems 
▪ Pollinator favorite; fuels monarchs’ late-season migration 
▪ Resilient in most conditions, even moist stream-side soil  
▪ Easily adapts to home landscapes in full sun / light shade 
▪ Deer resistant, tolerates juglone from black walnut trees 
▪ Striking as cut flower and in winter landscapes 
▪ Its dry, hollow stems are used by tunnel-nesting bee 

species (like mason bees) to harbor their larva. You can 
either leave stems standing in fall, or bundle and place in 
protected area 

 
A Design Note for Home Gardeners 
 
You will see many “dwarf” cultivars like ‘Little Joe’ and ‘Baby Joe’, but don’t expect them to stay 
little.  This is a plant that wants to be big, to stretch tall and send out stoloniferous roots to make 
big clumps.  An impressive stand at Berkshire Botanical Garden attracts a lot of attention from 
late season visitors who are charmed by its stature. When they lean down to look at the marker 
with the plant’s name, they can be confused as they read “Eutrochium ‘Little Joe’”, and tour 
guides have to explain that this is a 20-year-old planting that apparently felt the need to fulfill its 
parentage. 

So it’s a good idea to site these beauties at the back 
of large borders, at the edge of woods, and as 
facings for large shrubs like Aesculus parviflora 
(Bottlebrush Buckeye).  They look great against big, 
dark-foliage Physocarpus opulifolius (Ninebark) 
because their mauve heads and purple stems 
contrast with the burgundy foliage, a welcome 
splash of color late in the season. 
 
Common in nurseries: 7-footers like Eutrochium 
maculatum ‘Gateway’ and ‘Phantom’, along with 4’ 
“dwarves” like Eutrochium dubium ‘Little Joe’ and 
‘Baby Joe’.  You should know you can easily control 
height if you act by July 4: this is a plant that 
responds well to pinching.  In late June, clip stems 
back by one-third, and it will bloom a couple weeks 
later and, because of the branching that results, with 
many more (albeit smaller) flower heads. 

 Photo: The Maine Garden Journal 

http://naeb.brit.org/uses/search/?string=eupatorium&page=1
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35 YEARS AND MANY PURCHASES LATER, I HAVE FOUND MY CORE 
GROUP OF GARDEN TOOLS 

by Susan Kavy, MGV Class of 2010 
 
After 35 years of gardening, countless numbers of tools purchased, and hundreds if not 
thousands of dollars’ worth of plant life returned to the soil, I am fortunate enough to have finally 
compiled my core group of garden tools—at least for now. I suppose that all the tools bought at 
one time or another served a purpose, or I thought they did. But I have come to the conclusion 
that less is more. I have culled the number of tools I use on an everyday basis to only three: 
clippers, hori knife, mattock. 
 
My partner Tory's father always used to tell her: have the right tool for the job. This advice was 
intended more for carpentry or building things, but the advice is also very helpful in selecting 
garden tools. As always, there is a story behind each tool. 

 
When we first purchased our home in 1988, the land was a disaster. Overgrown wild rose 
around the barn, no grass to speak of on the acre of land, some dead or soon-to-be-dead trees, 
overgrowth everywhere except around the house. There the owners from the mid-fifties had 
planted lilacs, Chinese lantern shrubs, a beautiful crabapple, and a marvelous magnolia. All 
these still survive today, even after countless storms have brought down huge limbs. When we 
thought the trees would never survive, they actually thrived. Lucky us.  

 
 
 

 
Today we own 3.5 acres, with a beautiful lawn of almost 3 acres, somewhere in the vicinity of 30 
Pee-Gee hydrangea trees, and other specimen flora. It takes backbreaking work and 
determination to keep all the gardens and trees tidy and flourishing. The perfect garden tools 
help make that happen. 

Barn, 
before 
and 
after. 
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What did the garden tools look like 35 years ago? Certainly not what they are today. I’ve been 
through all brands and types of clippers, weeding tools, edgers, shovels, kneeling pads, and so 

much more. Anyone remember the manual cultivator shown 
on TV? The Garden Weasel? It was supposed to take the 
place of a gas-powered Rototiller. How dumb was I to have 
shooed my parents out the door after a Mother's Day lunch to 
run to Home Depot to buy one, only to find out the hard way 
that it didn’t work in rocky or compacted soil! Oy! 
 

 
 

Trowels and Garden Forks 
    
Every gardener must have 1, 2, 3, 
or 10 of these tools but I found 
and still find them useless. Again, 
clay soil needs a tool much 
heartier than a trowel. My sister-
in-law broke a trowel when 
planting our first 500 daffodils. 
She was very upset, but we 
laughed because it would have 
taken a jackhammer to penetrate 
the compacted clay soil. A similar 
thing happened to our garden fork 
when MG Laura Lynch broke half 

the tines off while trying to turn over some garden soil. The two-tined fork is now displayed on a 
kitchen wall as an objet d’art. It was replaced with two new garden forks so Tory and I can work 
at the same time. 
 
If I had known then what I know now and had had enough money, I would have dug out at least 
10” to 15” of the soil in all the gardens and replaced it with lovely healthy topsoil without clay 
and rocks. But I’ve learned to use what soil I have and to add compost or sweet peat every 
year. The soil is still filled with rocks and lots of clay, but also plenty of earthworms, which help 
aerate the soil. But don’t ask me about jumping worms, which aerate the soil a bit too much, eat 
everything in sight, and are truly disgusting. 
 
How many different tools have you bought that just sit there because they don’t work for you? If 
you are like me, there are at least 20 to 30 of them collecting dust.  
 
Loppers 
Because I really like vintage things, I thought how cool it 
would be to purchase a pair of loppers at a flea market. 
Five dollars later I had a pair of loppers I could hardly hold 
because they were so heavy. Wood handles, blades that 
needed sharpening and oiling. My arms got so tired after 
15 minutes that I never used them again. Of course, I then 
tried aluminum-handled loppers and they weren’t much 
better. Lighter but inefficient and ineffective.  
 

Original Garden Weasel 
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Today I use ratchet loppers by Fiskars, and I couldn’t be 
happier. If you’ve never used a ratchet tool, get thee online 
or to the store and buy a pair. They are inexpensive, about 
$50.00, come with a lifetime guarantee, and work like a 
charm.  

 
 
Pole Saw  
About 30 years ago, while still new and uneducated gardeners, Tory 
and I went to the Philadelphia Flower show. I was more interested in 
all the tools they had for sale than in the amazing floral displays. This 
is where we first discovered ratchet tools. A company named Florian 
was demonstrating their ratchet clippers and pole saw. I was 
absolutely taken with the ratchet system and still 
use the pole saw every year. My sister now has 
the ratchet clippers. If I had the strength to hold a 
gas-powered pole saw, that’s what you would see 
me using. Alas, I must resort to hand powered. 
  
 
Shovels  
I thought a shovel was a shovel was a shovel and could be used to dig everything. So, of 
course, the requisite round shovel is in the barn and got much use until I found the Shark—a 
shovel with serrated edges on the tip that supposedly would dig through anything. I was tired of 
hacking away at the clay soil, so I bought one. It did no better than the regular round shovel. But 
this past summer I had my lightbulb moment when I saw the slender, long shovel that was used 
by the irrigation folk. My adorable and knowledgeable sprinkler guy, Greg, from Aquascape 
Irrigation, gave me a brand-new one, a trench shovel, in my favorite color, red. Now I can shovel 
anything, transplant because of its long blade, and not disturb anything surrounding the plant or 
bush. Huzzah!  
 
     
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

from this                                          to this                              to my all-time favorite  
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Clippers/Pruners             
 
Magnetic strips on a kitchen wall hold all my clippers. There must be 
almost 20 pair. Recently, I was told by a 30-year-old that I was 
“flexing.” Huh? What does that mean? In no uncertain terms he 
responded, and quite emphatically at that, that I was showing off. I 
was clearly insulted and reminded him that all the clippers have been 
used for many years. I have duplicates or triplicates of some of my 
favorites and when friends come to help, they have a great and 
always sharpened pair of clippers from which to choose. So there! I 
have Fiskars, Felco, Corona—some are light duty and others heavy 
duty but my current favorite is from Garden Guru—4 pair of those—
and the cost is very reasonable at $14.99 each. As I have come to 
learn, clippers are personal, so buy what works for you.  
 
  
 
 
 
 

Weeding Tools  
 
This is where so many different implements have been tried and I thought each was the best 
until I tried the next one. I started with a standard pronged weeder, a most common type, and 
spent hours weeding with it. I learned quickly that unless you get the entire root, which is almost 
always impossible, the weeds return pronto. Being the researcher that I am, my next purchase 
was a hoe. And hoe I did, not realizing I had the same issue of not removing the root. So much 
for my research. Then my 80-year-old gardener friend gave me a hot bed weeder that I thought 
was the best thing since sliced bread. I used it for years but, again, it 
never really got out the roots. As I aged and needed to stand more 
than kneel, I started using a stirrup hoe. Same issue. However, the 
stirrup hoe is wonderful when trying to get rid of a thatch of new 
seedlings. Now the roots, because they are shallow, come right out. 
But 2022 was my breakthrough year. I bought a mattock (some call it 
a hand weeder/cultivator) and it is, by far, the best weeder/cultivator I 
have ever used. My weeding and planting life just became much 
much easier because I can now conquer the rocky, clay soil. I'm 
elated. Hurrah for me! 

 

 
  
 
  
 
  
 
 

  
 
 

mattock (all-time favorite) 

 

standard pronged weeder 

 

hot bed weeder Standard hoe 
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Edgers  
 

When I interviewed in 2010 to be an MG 
trainee, I was asked by the then Hort Educator 
what kind of gardener I was. I had a tough time 
with that question, thinking about all kinds of 
adjectives to describe my gardening, but I 
finally answered: tidy. What they really wanted 
to know was did I grow vegetables or flowers or 
whatever. Well, my answer was and still is 
appropriate. When it comes to weeds and 
edges, I have the worst kind of OCD. This is 
one tool that came from Tory's family farm and 
I still use it today. After many, many years of 
use, thinking that maybe it was just too old to 
work properly, I invested in a new edger and, lo 
and behold, the vintage edger worked so much 
better. The new edger had a powder-coated 
blade and can't get into the grass because of 
the dull edge.  

 
 
Hori Hori knife: my choice of all-around tool 

 
Why is this my choice for best all-around 
garden tool? Because it weeds, digs, prunes, 
and cultivates. 
Doesn't get much better than that. I've 
planted small shrubs by digging a hole with 
my hori knife. It can get through clay soil. It's 
my wonder tool. My hori knife and Garden 
Guru clippers are always in the back pockets 
of my overalls. I even have a leather patch on 
the outside of one back pocket, courtesy of 
MG Gail Strydio, so the hori knife doesn't cut 

through the fabric. The serrated blade is very, very sharp.  
 
Pruning Saws 
 

If my all-time favorite new tool had been available 35 years 
ago, it would have been the first gardening tool I bought. I tried 
all types of pruning saws and found them to be difficult to use 
and maneuver. My arm/hand strength was just not there to 
prune limbs above my head or close to the ground. And the 
blade would often get caught in the woody limb. 
What to do? Thank goodness for some ads on websites 
because that's how I discovered the mini chain saw. My fear of 
chain saws is quite high and I have never used one because of 
that. But once I saw there was a mini chain saw, I was all in. 
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What was the worst that could happen ... besides losing a finger or cutting myself!? It was 
returnable and inexpensive, so I gave it a try. Like a religious convert, I am proselytizing about 
the wonders of this machine. Pros: not scary, cuts through 5" limbs, or I make it cut through 5", 
is light, battery powered and works for a couple of hours. Cons: the chain does not fit a standard 
chain saw sharpener, so one has to sharpen by hand. But the chain is so small that it is not an 
issue. 
 
My mini chain saw by Seesii cost only $70.00. Some of the major tool manufacturers like Stihl 
and DeWalt also make them for about $150.00+. 
 
Last but not least my absolute favorite garden tool: my sister Lynda! 
 

 
  

As Lynda put it: I’ve been a “bad-worm” hunter, wood gatherer, soil (not dirt!) tiller, bulb planter, 
floral arranger, seeder, weeder, black-walnut rustler, tomato picker, corn stalker, daylily planter, 
scyther, John Deere gator driver, and Halloween decorator just to add a few things to my 
résumé!!! 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
Saturday, February 11, 1:30-2:30, Locust Grove Estate 2683 South Road, Poughkeepsie, 
NY  12601 "What Do Your Flowers Say Today?" Flower Readings by Sue Adams, $15. For 
more information and to purchase tickets click here.    
 
Thursday, March 9, 6pm, Clinton Community Library Beekman Library 1215 Centre Rd 
Rhinebeck, NY 12572, Rain Gardens: How Plants that Love Wet Feet Can Solve Home 
Garden Issues” by CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator Joyce Tomaselli. For 
more information and to register, click here. 
 

ARTICLES OF INTEREST 
Plant Terminology: Hybrids, Heirlooms, and More 
Do No Sell! Ornamental Invasive Plants to Avoid with Climate Change  
Cornell Small Farm Online Classes 
The Best of 2022 on Entomology Today  
Snowflake Bentley: The Dairy Farmer Who Photographed the Snowflake 
Spinning Food Processing Waste into ‘Gold’ 
  

posing for Lagrangeville Gothic planting about 3,000 bulbs 

 
end of day, with a sympathizer 

 

https://www.lgny.org/calendar
http://engagedpatrons.org/EventsExtended.cfm?SiteID=5061&EventID=483914&PK=
https://www.gardeners.com/how-to/terms-hybrids-heirlooms/9486.html
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1013&context=eco_ed_materials
https://www.morningagclips.com/grow-your-farm-business-with-online-courses/
https://entomologytoday.org/2022/12/20/best-of-2022-entomology-today/
https://www.morningagclips.com/snowflake-bentley-the-dairy-farmer-who-photographed-the-snowflake/
https://www.morningagclips.com/spinning-food-processing-waste-into-gold/
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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. Seeds are starting to arrive this week 
even though most will be planted for a few more months.    
  
 
 

SUBMIT UPCOMING EVENTS 
Would you like information on an upcoming gardening event to be shared in this newsletter?  
Send an email to Francheska Kuilan at fk232@cornell.edu or Joyce Tomaselli 
jdt225@cornell.edu by the 25th of each month to be included in the next month’s newsletter. 
Please include the date, time, location, a short description, cost and contact information for 
more details. 
 
 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 

  
These arborvitae, planted a few years ago on a 
berm, died from this past summer’s drought. 
The berm dried out quickly in the sun. Those at 

Do you know what animal is traipsing 
across this driveway? 

mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
mailto:fk232@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu


February 2023 Page 11 
 
 

the bottom of the hill received a bit more rain 
runoff and shade and seem still healthy.   

 
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.  
 
 
 
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/

