
 

 

Nature Gives Us All We Need for Our 
Gardens 

 
The leaves that blanket your yard in the fall are really a boon. 
Leaf litter mulch will benefit your lawn, your vegetable garden 
and your perennial beds. So don’t rake those leaves to the 
curb or bag them for trash pick-up, take advantage of this free 
organic mulch. Here are the benefits: 

 Leaf mulch buffers the temperatures and protects plants 
from the freezing, thawing, and heaving that kills so many 
perennials and shrubs during the winter. 

 Leaf mulch decomposes and enriches the soil naturally, it is 
especially good for clay soil. Leaves on your vegetable 
garden can be worked into the soi in the spring. 

 Leaf mulch helps retain moisture and suppress weeds. 

 Gardeners know that soil should never be left bare over the 
winter. Leaf mulch is the perfect cover to help prevent 
erosion and nutrient leaching. 

Leaves can be left whole in some places, but generally its best 
to shred them up. Shredded leaves decompose faster, have a 
better appearance, and don’t blow away.  
Studies have shown that mulched leaves produce healthy 
lawns with far fewer weeds. But leaves on lawns must be finely 
shredded. No more than 20% of the turf should be covered 
with leaves and the leaves should be chopped small enough to 
fall between the blades of grass. 

To shred the leaves, you can mow over them repeatedly with a 
lawnmower set at 3”. Some of us have no lawn and use a leaf 
mulcher or a string cutter in a container of leaves.  

Leaves are the natural fertilizer and mulch. They are free, use 
them! 

 

Trumpet Vine 
Knowledge for the Community from Loudoun County Extension 

Master Gardeners 

Fall 2021 
  Volume XVII, Issue 4   www.loudouncountymastergardeners.org
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EXTENSION MASTER GARDENER  

VIRTUAL TALKS 

 
FREE AND OPEN TO THE PUBLIC          

7 P.M. IN PARTNERSHIP WITH LCPL, 
WITH RUST LIBRARY HOSTING THE 

WEBINARS.  
 
See CALENDAR FOR LINKS TO THE 

WEBINARS. 
 
 
OCTOBER 7, PUTTING THE GARDEN 

TO BED,  NORMALEE MARTIN, 
MASTER GARDENER 
 
DECEMBER 2, WINTER DECORATIONS 

AT COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG  
 
 
For more information, visit our 
website at 
loudouncountymastergardeners.org. 
 
 
Visit us on Facebook: 
Extension Master Gardeners of 
Loudoun County, Virginia. 
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Seeking Volunteers for Master Gardener 2022 Training Class 

How would you like to make a difference in your community and the world through stewardship of 
the Earth? Loudoun County Extension Master Gardeners (LC EMG) would like to welcome you to 
our enthusiastic group of educators who do precisely that! Under the direction of Virginia 
Cooperative Extension (VCE), Loudoun County, EMGs are trained to provide environmentally 
sound horticulture education and programs to the community. 

We are now accepting applications for the 2022 EMG Volunteer training class. Everyone who has 
been through our program loves the incredible learning experience we provide. Each volunteer 
receives a minimum of 60 hours of training, including labs. Graduating to an Intern after, there is 
a hands-on learning internship of 75 hours in selected area programming completed by the end of 
the year.  As a tenured Master Gardener, you then complete a minimum of 25 hours of 
volunteering and 8 hours of continuing education each year. Many have found several interests 
within the program! 

The 2022 training will be virtual with a few required in-person labs. Daytime classes are 
on Tuesdays and Thursdays from 9 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Do you work full-time?  We have 
options!   

Class begins on January 25, 2022 and is slated to end around April 5, 2022. The fee for the 
course is expected to be $235, for the 500+ page Virginia EMG Handbook, and any additional 
course materials. Actual cost will be determined once acquisition of speakers begins.  The training 
schedule includes classes in basic botany, water quality, fruits, trees and shrubs, vegetables, 
disease and insect diagnosis, and related natural resource subjects. The course includes 
scheduled lab work. 

Extension Master Gardeners in Loudoun 
County provide valuable services to the 
community including Help Desk and Garden 
Clinics, Starting a School or Community 
Garden education, Water and Tree 
Stewardship, Demonstration Garden, an 
annual Symposium, Children’s Education 
team, and much more. 

Please join us for a virtual Information 
Meeting on September 24, starting 
at 7 p.m. Register now at 
https://forms.gle/RYn3cEzAnvAyiwhs8. We 
will be accepting applications 
through October 23, 2021. 

  
 
 

For an application, skills questionnaire, reference form, and more information, see: 
http://loudouncountymastergardeners.org/become-a-master-gardener/. 

The mission of Master Gardeners is to encourage and 
promote environmentally sound horticulture practices 
through sustainable landscape management education and 
training. 
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An Aster by Some Other Name 

In case you missed it, our familiar asters now have new names, thanks to a massive scientific 

effort that took place, starting in the 1990s, which evaluated each genus based not only on the 

plant’s physical characteristics (as had been the case in the past), but on DNA relationships as 

well. As a result of this monumental amount of research, the Aster genus was radically changed. 

Today, the Aster genus is much smaller and consists primarily a few species from Eurasia. Most of 

the plants formerly in the Aster genus have now been reassigned to ten or eleven different 

genera (the number changes, and as research continues, it may change again in the future). Of 

these, only five genera containing about 25 species are native to our area. These are, specifically, 

Doellingeria, Eurybia, Ionactis, Oclemena, and Symphyotrichum. And of these five, only three are 

currently horticulturally important: Symphyotrichum, 

Eurybia, and Doellingeria.  

Many plants which were formerly known as Aster 

now have new names. This is especially true for the 

approximately 180 species from North America, 

including some of our garden favorites. Not to 

worry: They’re the same old familiar plants – they 

just have new botanical names – the common 

names and cultivar names stayed the same. 

The genus of primary interest to gardeners is the 

largest one, Symphyotrichum, which contains about 

90 species. It is in this genus where most 

hybridization efforts have occurred and to which most (but not all) of our wonderful garden asters 

belong. Doellingeria and Eurybia also have something to offer the gardener, but not as 

abundantly as Symphyotrichum. For the most part, while of academic interest, the others are not 

available to gardeners for one reason or another at the moment.  

In some cases, the species names are identical. For example (although they are not the best 

choices because of disease issues), two asters which are widely grown in our area are New York 

asters (Symphyotrichum novi-belgii, formerly Aster novi-belgii) and New England asters 

(Symphyotrichum nova-angliae, formerly Aster novae-angliae). Note that only the genus name 

(Aster) changed – the species names (novi-belgii and nova-angliae) did not change.  

In other cases, for example Symphyotrichum oblongifolium (formerly Aster oblongifolius), the last 

few letters of the species name may be different, reflecting botanical Latin spelling and 

nomenclature rules. For the most part, this is true throughout all of the name changes: only the 

genus name and possibly a few letters at the end of the species name changed. If you can 

remember that basic fact, you won’t have any difficult mentally connecting with the new names.  

If this is confusing, be consoled: even the scientific community has had a bit of trouble adapting 

to the new names! Native plant societies generally have been quick to adopt the new names and 

the Flora of North America adopted the new classifications in its 2006 edition. The Royal 

Horticultural Society, however, only adopted the new names in 2015. RHS has a useful chart of 

the name changes at https://www.rhs.org.uk/about-the-rhs/publications/the-plant-review/the-

Symphyotrichum oblongifolium ‘Raydon’s 
Favorite’. Photo by David J. Stang, CC BY-SA 4.0, via 
Wikimedia Commons 
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plant-review-back-issues/2014-issues/june/the-splitting-of-aster.pdf. Some nurseries have also 

been slow to adopt the new names, and you may find asters under either their old or new names, 

depending on where you shop. 

To help guide gardeners through the maze, Marion Lobstein, the well-known associate professor 

of biology at NVCC who has a long-standing interest in native flowers, has prepared an excellent 

chart of the name changes to the genera and species native to our area. You can download her 

chart from https://vnps.org/princewilliamwildflowersociety/download/928/. For anyone interested 

in native asters, it’s an extremely useful, quick-and-easy guide to the new names.  

For those interested in cultivars, the table below with will help you pick up the name change 

pattern. The two Eurasian asters on the table continue to be in the Aster genus; the rest have 

changed. Included in the table are only the species and cultivars which (1) are readily available 

for sale; and (2) received good performance ratings (four stars or more) from either the Chicago 

Botanical Garden or the Mt. Cuba Center. There are hundreds of other varieties in existence; if 

you want to explore some of them, a good place to start is with one of these two studies:  

• The Chicago Botanical Garden study, A Comparative Study of Cultivated Asters, can be 

found at https://www.chicagobotanic.org/downloads/planteval_notes/no36_asters.pdf  

 

• The Mt. Cuba Center study, Asters for the Mid-Atlantic Region, can be found at 

https://mtcubacenter.org/trials/aster/.Since this study pertains to our specific area of the 

country, it is particularly useful. Note that Mt. Cuba study, at the time the report was 

written in 2006, used the old names in its Table 1, “Plant Characteristics and Performance 

Summary Ratings”, but used both the old names and the new names in various places 

within the study’s text. It can be a bit confusing until you realize that this is what the 

authors did. So if using their Table 1, you’ll have to do a little translating between the old 

and new names. This study and its Table 1 will guide you to some of the very best asters 

to choose for Virginia gardens.  

 

New Name Former 
Name 

Common 
Names 

Country of 
Origin 

Popular 
cultivars 

Aster x frikartii Aster x 

frikartii 

Frikart's Aster Swiss hybrid ‘Wonder of 

Staffa'; 'Monch' 
(both popular 

but there are 
much better 

choices) 

Aster tataricus Aster 

tataricus 

Tatarian aster Siberia, 

naturalized in the 
US; not listed as 

invasive in 

Virginia but may 
be so elsewhere 

‘Jindai' 

Doellingeria umbellata Aster 
umbellatus 

Flat-topped 
white aster 

Native to Virginia The only 
species in this 

genus grown in 
gardens 
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Eurybia divaricata Aster 
divaricatus 

White Wood 
aster 

Native to Virginia ‘Raiche'; 
'Eastern Star'. 

Does well in 
shade gardens  

Symphyotrichum 

cordifolium 

Aster 

cordifolius 

Blue wood 

aster; heart-
leaved aster 

Native to Virginia 
 

Symphyotrichum 
ericoides 

Aster 
ericoides 

Heath aster Native to Virginia ‘Snow Flurry’. 
Only 8” tall 

Symphyotrichum laeve Aster laevis Smooth aster Native to Virginia ‘Bluebird' 

Symphyotrichum 

lateriflorum 

Aster 

lateriflorus 

White woodland 

aster; calico 
aster 

Native to Virginia ‘Lady in Black'; 

'Lovely' 

Symphyotrichum novae-

angliae 

Aster novae-

angliae 

New England 

aster 

Native to Virginia Numerous 

cultivars, such 
as 'Harrington's 

Pink’, but other 
species are 

much more 

disease 
resistant 

Symphyotrichum novi-

belgii 

Aster novi-

belgii 

New York aster; 

Michaelmas 
daisy 

Native to Virginia Numerous 

cultivars such 
as 'Wood's 

Purple'; but 
other species 

are much more 
disease 

resistant 

Symphyotrichum 

oblongifolium 

Aster 

oblongifolius 

Aromatic aster Native to Virginia ‘Raydon's 

Favorite'; 
'October Skies". 

Two of the best. 

Symphyotrichum 
turbinellum 

Aster 
turbinellus 

Prairie aster; 
smooth prairie 

aster 

North America 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  By Lina Burton, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener 

In the foreground, Symphyotrichum oblongifolium 
‘Raydon’s Favorite’; in the background, Aster 
tataricus ‘Jindai’. Note the difference in heights. 
Photo by EM at https://flic.kr/p/AigfQY  
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Migrating Birds and their Nutritional Needs 
Every fall in Virginia birds of prey (raptors), and small songbirds (warblers) travel southward 
through Virginia along the Atlantic flyway. They leave their northern breeding grounds and head 
south for the winter stopping in Virginia to rest and refuel before continuing on their journey. 

Migration is the movement between the north and south of the globe, seasonally done by many 
birds. Birds move toward warmer grounds as a response to weather change including 
temperature and wind changes, habitat for breeding and food availability. They follow a specific 
flyway, which can span over continents and oceans. In North America, most bird species migrate 
to some extent, with more than 350 species traveling between their summer ranges in the United 
States and the tropics each fall to overwinter. Regular migrants include approximately 4,000 
species of birds which is about 40% of the total birds in the world. 

Migration is seasonal, happening every year at specific time. The migration peak in Virginia 
continues through mid-October. Migratory birds spend up to 4 months a year in the process of 
migration to wintering and breeding grounds.  

Migration is a period of exceptionally high energy demands. To meet these demands during flight, 
energy is stored in the bird’s body. Migration is very demanding physiologically and requires very 
large energy reserves. 79% of the reserves come from fats. As fat content increases, energy 
density also increases.  

Energy is renewed at migratory stopovers during refueling. These stopovers must by done rapidly 
due to the need to get to wintering ground before winter. Birds enter a state called hyperphagia 
where they bulk up on food in the months preceding migration to store fat, which they will use for 
energy on their long journeys.  

Birds eat a lot of fruit with their normal diet. This is because fruit is high in fat and easier to hunt. 
Fruit varies in energy and protein content, some up to 40% fat. The amount of fruit eaten that 
are high in fat increases during migration, while fruits low in fat were not eaten any more than 
usual. Different berries have different nutritional content profiles.  

There are limits birds have to eating fruit. One type of limitation is digestive. A birds digestive 
system can only handle a certain amount of seed load. Some fruits contain a certain amount of 
toxins, and the system can only handle so much.  

A bird’s diet will consist of abundant, protein rich insects during summer and spring months. 
Many avian species migrate to tropical locations where insects are 
found year-round or to change to winter berries as a primary food 
source. The insects become fewer and harder to find during colder 
months.  

Bird migration can be kept in mind when planting home 
landscapes. When possible, focus on native plants that produce 
fruit (and nuts) with high energy fat: 

Trees 

Tall – Eastern Hemlock, White Oak, Wild Cherry, White Pine, Red 
Mulberry, Blackgum, Common Persimmon, Shagbark Hickory, Virginia Pine, Red Oak 

Dogwood berries late summer  CIvory 
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Medium/Small – Serviceberry, Eastern Redbud, Flowering Dogwood, American Holly, Southern 
Crabapple, Eastern Red Cedar, American Hornbeam, Cockspur Hawthorn, Hackberry, Sassafras 

Shrubs 

Summer fruits – American Elderberry, Serviceberry, Highbush Blueberry, Blackberries, 
Raspberries 

Fall fruits – Red-osier Dogwood, Winterberry Holly, Inkberry, Common Juniper, Canada Yew, 
Flowering Dogwood, Spicebush, Viburnums  

Winter fruits – Northern Bayberry, Sumacs, Red Chokeberry, Scarlet Firethorn, American Holly 

Perennial flowers 

Asters, Sunflowers, Black-eyed Susan, Goldenrod, Coneflowers  

Vines 

Trumpet Creeper, American Bittersweet, Virginia Creeper, Coral Honeysuckle, Poison Ivy 

Grasses 

Indiangrass, Little Bluestem, Gama Grass, Virginia Wild Rye, Bottlebrush Grass, Canada Wild Rye, 
Broomsedge, Virginia Switchgrass 

Landscapes full of native plants can be vital sanctuaries for birds to rest and refuel when 
migrating. Planting shrubs will add protective cover, resting sites and produce berries for fruit-
eating birds. Native plants will attract birds and support them by providing them the natural foods 
they need to survive such as seeds, nuts, fruits berries, nectar and insects. Natural plants attract 
beneficial insects and their larvae (caterpillars) which is a critical food source for most terrestrial 
bird species.  

So, the bottom line is, plant a variety of native trees, shrubs and perennials to help the birds. 

Heather Keith, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener 

 

Ripening spicebush berries   Photo CIvory Berries on Viburnum dentatum   Photo by CIvory 

Help Desk: Loudounmg@vt.edu 7



Trumpet Vine Fall 2021 
 

Soil and Garden Management in the Fall 
 
Every gardener, casual and serious, should think about the soil every time he or she goes into the 
garden. Fall is a great time to take steps to improve your soil. This article will discuss ways to 
improve your soil in a vegetable and a perennial garden. This article offers a layman’s discussion 
of soil and good ways to keep it healthy and improve it. 

Soil, How to Keep it Healthy 
Good soil structure consists of about 50% pore space, 45% minerals and 5% organic matter. The 
pore space holds water and air. Soil structure is critical for good health and robust production in 
the vegetables and perennial gardens. To improve soil structure the best option is to add organic 
matter. It is best not to add sand to heavy clay soils because this can result is a concrete-like 
substance. Likewise amendments like pelleted gypsum are not needed. Organic matter improves 
sandy and heavy clay soil. Plant-based organic matter includes plant matter such as straw, 
chopped leaves, non-glossy newspaper.  

In all gardens you should never step on the area of the garden where the plants grow. Walking on 
the soil compacts it, which closes the large and small (macro and micro) pores. When the pores 
are reduced in size and/or numbers the soil will not support plants as well. If you have planted in 
a large area that you cannot reach without walking directly on the soil, then place steppingstones 
or mulch to create paths. Paths add structure to your planting area and can make it look better. 
Avoid working the soil when it’s wet because this will compact it as well as walking on it. 

Energetic tilling of the soil will damage soil structure. In previous generations “double spading” 
was the accepted way to work garden soil. Double spading consisted of pitchforking and breaking 
up 6 or more inches of the soil once, adding amendments, then turning the soil again. 
Conceptually this adds amendments (hopefully organic matter) deep into the soil. However, by 
turning the soil so deeply this damages the pores, compacts the soil and damages the small and 
large organisms in the soil that keep it healthy. The better approach is to put a 2–4-inch layer of 
organic matter on the surface. If you must dig it in, dig only 2-3 inches deep. But it’s better to 
leave it alone. You may ask how the nutrients and minerals will get into the soil where the roots 
need them. Here’s where the worms and other soil organisms do the work. They will enter the 
layer of organic matter, aerate it, digest it and take it into lower areas of the soil. Voila, work 
completed, and the soil structure is enhanced rather than harmed. 

Animal manures are organic matter but have some caveats. The must be fully composted by the 
start of the growing season, so any bacteria and pathogens have been killed. Animal manures 
should not be used if the soil is already high in phosphorus or if it is prohibited by town, county or 
state code. If you know of a stable or farm that offers animal manure, be cautious. Domestic 
animals ingest feed supplements, deworming medicine and antibiotics. What the animal eats 
usually appears in the manure. Animal manures should not be overused: more is not better.  

Soil micro- and macro-organisms (bacteria, algae, fungus, protozoa, nematodes, arthropods and 
earth worms) are essential to healthy soil. They break down organic matter, improve soil 
structure and make nutrients available to plants. They interrupt disease and pest cycles in the 
soil, and they stimulate plant growth. To maximize soil organisms and their diversity, maximize 
and diversify the living roots in your planting area. This means that monocultures are less 
productive than mixing different plants and rotating crops in the vegetable garden. When the 
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gardener consistently adds organic matter, then fertilizer and pesticides can be reduced or 
eliminated. Non-organic fertilizers and pesticides are indiscriminate in killing insects, especially 
the pesticides. If we plant for flowers, seed, fruit, vegetables, butterflies, and pollinators, but we 
use pesticides, we are working against ourselves. Minimizing disturbances such as tillage will also 
avoid damaging the micro- and macro-organism community.   

Fall is a good time to check the pH of your soil. The pH should be checked about every three 
years. If the Extension Service recommends altering the pH, starting in the fall gives time for the 
amendments to do their work before the next planting season. A pH test measures magnesium, 
calcium, potash, phosphate and sulfur, all important minerals for your plants, especially 
vegetables. Extension Service soil test kits are available in most libraries, and for more 
information check http://pubs.ext.vt.edu/452/452-129/452-129.html. Know what pH your plants 
need and amend as recommended by the Extension Service. 

Maintenance of Your Vegetable Garden  
Fall soil maintenance for the vegetable garden is a “must” and should include clearing away 
vegetable plant debris, especially tomato, squash and pepper that may have suffered bug 
infestation during the year or may harbor diseases in their roots. Tomato debris is best thrown 
away in trash bags and not composted. Any diseases can get into the compost and create next 
year’s problems. Likewise roots from invasive weeds like bind weed and grasses should be dried 
separately and allowed to die before added to the compost pile 

In your vegetable plot, for areas where you don’t plant spring crops such as garlic, chard and 
spinach, you want to keep your soil from drying out and eroding from either water runoff or wind. 
You can do one of two things: cover the cleared soil with plant-based mulch or, better, plant 
cover crops. Cover crops break up soil, provide a mulch, add organic matter, make soil easier to 
work, and hold moisture and nutrients for the next year and provide nectar in the spring that will 
draw beneficial insects to your garden. There are many types of cover crops. You should do some 
research before you decide which ones you want to use. Below is a chart that provides some 
information on cover crops to get you started: 

 

Cover Crop  Planting Dates  Purpose/ Benefit/Comments  How to Kill It 

Annual 
Crimson 
Clover 

Early 
September 

Fixes nitrogen, suppresses weeds, 
incorporate tops into soil after 
mowing. 

Mow when ¼ to ½ stand 
is in bloom. 

Barley  Early 
September – 
early October 

Provides lots of organic matter, 
erosion control, mulch over when 
winter killed. 

Usually winter killed. 
Mow to prevent from 
setting seed. 

Oats  Early 
September – 
early October 

Good soil holding capacity, 
suppresses weeds, holds nutrients.  

Usually winter killed. 
Mow in spring to 
prevent from setting 
seed. 

Field or 
Winter Peas 

Mid‐late 
September 

Fixes nitrogen. Quick growing. Plant 
1 inch deep. Use new seed every 
year. Breaks disease cycle for 
Septoria and Leaf Spot in tomatoes. 

Top growth dies in 
winter, roots only if 
below 10 degrees. 
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Forage 
Radish 

Mid‐late 
September 

Breaks compacted soil, holds 
nutrients, may harbor brassica 
diseases and pests. 

Usually winter killed.  

 
 
Maintenance of Your Perennial and Annual Garden 
Your perennials and annuals will die back in the late fall. If at all possible, leave the stems and 
seeds over the winter for the birds to eat and to provide a place for the insects to over-winter. 
The latter is very important and often overlooked. Clearing the flower garden looks nice but does 
not offer a place for the insects to hibernate. If you have planted annuals and perennials for 
butterflies or pollinators you have taken care of them for part of the year. Provide them with 
year-round support by leaving the dried stems in the winter. If leaving the full stem and seed 
heads is too unsightly for the area, say in your front yard, then cut the stems back to about eight 
inches. This neatens up your flower beds and still provides a winter refuge for the insects. New 
growth in spring by perennials will overtake the old stems very fast, they will decompose fairly 
quickly, and your planting area will look fresh and ready for the new growing season. 

Leaving the spent annuals over the winter will add their nutrients to the soil as the dead plants 
decompose. The roots will feed earth worms and the other microbial life in the soil. If the dead 
annuals look messy you can cover them with a thin layer of mulch. Mulch will help them 
decompose and protect the soil.  

As with a vegetable garden, make sure the soil is covered so it does not dry out or erode. Be 
aware that hardwood mulch can be problematic because some providers chip any used wood, 
which could contain paint or other harmful chemicals. Chipped (not shredded) bark is a good 
choice. Stones are also a good mulch and often overlooked. You can select any size stone from 
small, such as pea gravel, to large river stones. What you choose will depend on your taste and 
what effect you want in your garden. 

Before the hard frosts set in, fall is a great time to plant perennials for next year. Nurseries 
usually have sales in October and November. You can plant perennials until the ground freezes. 
Perennials will grow roots in the fall and be better acclimated in the spring than if you bought and 
planted in the spring. Some plants may have overgrown their pots during the season and look 
tired. That should not be a deterrent. Look at them carefully and if they show some life, it may be 
worth the sale price to give them a chance. Plant them carefully, tease pot-bound roots apart, 
prune off dead foliage and take off green foliage that looks withered. Keep fall planted perennials 
watered as needed. 

Winter is coming. What can you do? Plan: what worked and didn’t work this year and why, and 
what do you want to try next year? Seed catalogs are coming soon! Enjoy! 

Sharon Perryman, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener 
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It’s Time to Plant Native Perennial Seeds 

In the fall all those native flowers we have enjoyed in the summer produce seed, providing an 
opportunity for a new gardening adventure. Growing native plants from seed can be challenging, 
satisfying and fun. It also requires research and patience. But the whole adventure leads to a 
deeper appreciation of nature.  

The seeds of most plants in temperate zones have developed a mechanism that prevents them 
from germinating until conditions are favorable for growth. In our area this means they will not 
germinate in the fall when the young plants will be killed off by the freezing conditions of winter. 
This is a survival mechanism. 

Seeds must go through a process before they will germinate. In the wild nature takes care of this. 
Some seeds are held in the flower head until they dry out and fall to earth. There they experience 
winter temperatures and then germinate in the spring when the soil reaches 70 degrees. Some 
seeds need multiple cycles of warm and cold and may take two to three years to germinate. 
Some seeds need to be eaten and pass through the digestive tract of an animal before they 
germinate at a high rate. Some seeds are gathered by ants before they dry out and are carried 
into underground ant nests where they germinate without ever drying out.  

Before you contemplate growing any native plant from seed, do a little research and learn how 
the seed must be handled when it’s gathered and treated to achieve germination. These different 
treatment protocols are commonly referred to as the germination code. I use 2 main resources to 
learn about how to handle seeds. Prairie Moon Nursery website and seed catalog contain a 
germination code for each type of seed that they sell. My second resource is a wonderful book by 
William Cullina, Growing and Propagating Wildflowers of the United States and Canada. Cullina is 
a practitioner who speaks from years of experience and a deep knowledge of plants. He provides 
information on gathering and handling the seed that makes all the difference.  

For a few years I tried to grow Virginia Bluebells, Mertensia virginica. I 
purchased the seed online. They arrived in a little paper envelope, dry 
and hard, I planted them following the germination code and nothing 
happened. I did know that bluebell seeds were dispersed by ants, but it 
was Cullina who pointed out that the woodland seeds dispersed by ants 
and some others with fleshy fruits cannot tolerate being dried out.  
These need to be harvested as soon as they ripen and directly planted or 
stored in damp vermiculite. Bloodroot, twinleaf and wild ginger also fall 
into the category of ant-dispersed seed. Jack in the pulpit and spicebush, 
Lindera benzoin, have seeds embedded in fleshy fruits that will germinate 
best if kept moist. Ripe spicebush berries should be picked and plunged 
directly into the soil in late summer or early fall while Jack in the pulpit 
seeds should have the flesh washed off before planting. A chemical in the flesh can inhibit 
germination. The berries also contain a skin irritant so protect your skin with rubber gloves when 
cleaning the seeds.   

Many directions for propagation assume that you will store the seed in your refrigerator for the 
required 30 or 60 days. Seeds that require moist storage must be mixed with moistened sand, 
vermiculite or some other medium before being labelled and placed in a plastic baggie in the 

Jack in the Pulpit berries
Photo by Kristi  
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refrigerator. The moisture level must be just right or the seeds will mold if too wet or dry out if 
not wet enough. Seeds must be monitored “periodically” for proper moisture level and any that 
begin to germinate in the bag must be planted immediately in a flat under grow lights.   

If this sounds like an unreasonable amount of work, don’t stop reading — there’s an easier 
way! Do it the natural way — outside — just take some reasonable steps to protect your seeds. 
Seeds can be washed away by hard rains, eaten by birds, squirrels and rodents or get too wet 
and rot. Seedlings that sprout in the wild can literally get lost in the weeds and destroyed in 
countless ways. If you want to increase the survival rate of your seeds and seedlings, know where 
they are, and know what they are when they come up, you will want to devise some safeguards. 
Large scale growers use cold frames and greenhouses, but backyard hobbyists can still have fun 
with seeds. 

My favorite “greenhouse” is a plastic jug. This is your standard translucent milk, tea or water 
gallon container. I use a metal skewer heated on the range to make a 
generous number of holes in the bottom to ensure good drainage. The top 
is removed and discarded to allow rain, snow or sleet to enter though the 
top. This is soft plastic so you can use regular scissors to cut the jug 
leaving a “hinge” on one corner. A layer of coarse gravel in the bottom aids 
drainage and adds ballast. Add about 2.5 inches of new potting soil. (Don’t 
use recycled soil, you won’t be able to sort out the weeds from your 
valuable seedlings next spring.) Now you are ready to sow your seeds. 
Using this method, some plants have a very high germination rate. My 
biggest mistake has been planting too many seeds in a container and 
ending up with a mass of seedlings that are impossible to thin or separate. 

Note that most seeds need only a thin layer of potting soil over them and some tiny seeds should 
just be sprinkled on the top of the soil. Use duct tape to close up the sides of the jug. Using a 
marker write the name of the plant on the jug. This is important, you will not remember what’s in 
it 5-6 months from now. 

An alternative to the plastic jug is a small planter. Ensure that the drainage 
is very good because, as opposed to the jug with the narrow neck, this 
container will get all the precipitation that falls. Use coarse gravel and top 
soil and sow the seeds. Then use your ingenuity to devise a cover of 
hardware cloth and row cover secured with twine, wire and duct tape. The 
hardware cloth prevents ripping and chewing and the row cover keeps out 
unwanted weed seeds and protects against hard rain. Label your container. 

Tuck the jugs and planters into a protected part of your yard. They can spend the 
winter under a large shrub or along the side of a deck, on the ground. Heel them in with shredded leaves. 
Start checking them in mid spring by peering into the top of the jug (one of the many reasons I like the jugs.) 
Depending on the growth of your seedlings you can transplant them in the early summer. You also can simply 
cut the top off the jug and use the bottom as a pot to allow the little plants to grow a little longer before 
transplanting. Remember that most perennials will not be “blooming adults” until their second year, or 
perhaps even third year. 

Have fun! 

Carol Ivory, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener 

There are about 20 holes in 
the bottom of this jug.  
Photo by C. Ivory 

 Small planter with row cover 
and hardware cloth      Photo by 
C. Ivory 
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‘Cook Up’ New Planting Beds for Next Spring 
 Wonder what to do with all the leaves that have fallen in your yard? 

 Sad to see another growing season come to an end and dreaming of next year’s 
garden?   

 Need more room to plant those bulbs and perennials calling to you from the 
pages of garden catalogs but you dread the drudgery of digging up sod to create 
new beds?       

There is a solution – lasagna gardening!  Fall is the perfect time to create or expand planting beds 
using this no-till, organic, no shovel needed method.   We all know that the toughest part of 
creating a new bed can be removing the existing turf.  Lasagna gardening, also known as sheet 
composting, involves removing turf by smothering it, and then adding organic materials to create 
nutritious, rich soil for next year’s plants.   

Yes, you read that right, your new bed will be ready to go next year. While this method saves you 
from doing the back breaking work of removing sod by shovel, it does involve an element of 
patience…about six months’ worth.  Lasagna gardening is a method of ‘cold composting’ and does 
not rely on heat, which means it take longer for the organic materials to decompose.  By creating 
a new bed in the fall, you will get a jump start on planting next Spring.    

Step 1:  Envision the new planting bed 

How do you want to expand your planting space?  Do you want to add to an existing border that 
has grown cramped as perennials have spread out?  Or do you want to cut down on lawn mowing 
by turning part of your back yard into a vegetable or cutting garden?  Start by outlining the area 
where turf is to be removed using a garden hose or rope.  This allows you to visualize the space 
and easily change the shape and size of the planting bed by simply moving the hose or rope.  
Once you’ve decided on the shape it’s time to smother that grass.   

Step 2:  Remove the Turf or Sod-busting the easy way 

Start by mowing the grass in the 
outlined area as low as possible.  
Then cover this area with 
unwaxed cardboard or 4 to 6 
overlapping layers of 
newspaper.1 This is a great way 
to put all that cardboard from 
Amazon deliveries to good use.  
Just make sure to remove all 
staples, tape, and labels before 
using it in your garden.  Avoid 
cardboard that is shiny or has 
colored dye as this will leach into 
the soil.  Brown corrugated 

 
1 https://extension.umd.edu/resource/lawn‐turfgrass‐removal‐methods 

Smothering the grass with thoroughly wet cardboard and a layer of manure. OSU 
Extension Service, Photo by Cindy Wise.  
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cardboard will break down quickly and effectively block sunlight from reaching grass and weeds 
thereby killing them off.  Get the garden hose and thoroughly soak the cardboard or newspaper 
before adding the next layer.   

Step 3:  Create ‘lasagna’ by adding the right layers  

Just like making lasagna in the kitchen by adding successive layers, the next step is to place 
alternating layers of organic material over the new garden bed.  “As with all compost, sheet 
composting needs carbon, nitrogen, oxygen and water in proper proportions to break down 
organic materials into a good growing medium.” 2 

The first layer to go over the cardboard/newspaper is a source of nitrogen.  This could be a layer 
of several inches of composted manure, fresh grass clippings and/or vegetable scraps from the 
kitchen.  With kitchen scraps avoid adding any meat or dairy and stick with vegetable and fruit 
scraps and coffee grounds.  Please note that some sources recommend adding a layer of small 
twigs and branches before adding the nitrogen source to enable air circulation and facilitate 
decomposition.3  It appears from researching several Cooperative Extension sites that this step is 
optional.   

 

Next cover over whatever nitrogen source chosen with a several inch layer of carbon material.  
This is where those fallen leaves come in – simply chop them up with a lawn mower or just rake 
them over the existing layer of nitrogen. Pine needles, straw/hay, or peat most are also good 

 
2 https://extension.oregonstate.edu/gardening/techniques/sheet‐mulching‐aka‐lasagna‐composting‐builds‐soil‐saves‐
time 
3 https://hgic.clemson.edu/lasagna‐gardening/ 
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carbon sources.4  Here is where the earthworms will come to feed, and they are important players 
in decomposition necessary to create good soil.   

Continue to alternate layers of ‘brown’ (carbon sources) and ‘green’ (nitrogen sources), always 
topping off the bed with a layer of brown.  This is important to deter pests, such as flies, from 
laying eggs in any kitchen scraps that may have been incorporated into the bed.  It is 
recommended that the layers reach at least 18” height, as the lasagna garden will “cook down” as 
materials decompose over the fall and winter.  If there are heavy winter rains, and the lasagna 
garden gets too wet, it can be loosely covered with black plastic to prevent nutrients from 
leaching.   

While this may not be the most attractive addition to the winter garden over the next few 
months, you will be rewarded with improved soil that is a breeze to dig in next spring.  So go 
ahead and browse those garden catalogs – you will ‘cook up’ plenty of space for those new ‘must 
have’ flowers and vegetables. 

Jan Lane, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener     

 
4 https://extension.oregonstate.edu/gardening/techniques/sheet‐mulching‐aka‐lasagna‐composting‐builds‐soil‐saves‐
time 
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Is Your Potting Mix Contributing to Climate Change? 
The United Kingdom plans to ban use of peat moss among amateur gardeners by 2024 and 
commercially by 2030. Why? Peatlands store a third of the world’s soil carbon and hold as much 
as 100 times more carbon than tropical forests. They are also remarkably diverse wetlands in 
terms of the plants and animals they support. For a slide show of the natural beauty of peat bogs, 
click here. This is an expanse of wet Sphagnum bog in Frontenac National Park, Quebec, Canada. 
Spruce trees can be seen on a forested ridge in the background.   

Extracted from bogs, fens and marshes, peat is the partially decomposed remains of ancient 
plants and animals and takes thousands of years to form. The extraction of peat for use in 
gardens requires the removal of the bog’s living surface to reach the partially decomposed layers 
underneath. Clearing bogs for agriculture or harvesting peat for compost releases carbon dioxide 
into the atmosphere, accelerating climate change. 

The destruction of peat bogs and the increase in fires it can stimulate, are estimated to represent 
5% of human-based carbon emissions. In 2016, the United Nations Environment Program 
launched The Global Peatlands Initiative,  an international partnership to save peatlands as the 
world’s largest terrestrial organic carbon stock. 

 
Peat extraction at Hillhouse, Broken Cross Muir, in Lanarkshire, Scotland. World heritage  

status for Scottish peat bogs could help UK hit net zero goals. Photo: Murdo  

MacLeod/The Guardian) 

Virtually all of the peat moss used in the United States comes the vast sphagnum moss bogs of 
Canada, and it is estimated by The Canadian Sphagnum Peat Moss Association that 73,000 acres 
are harvested every year. While the bogs are refilled and attempts are made to jumpstart plant 
life again, a restored bog --  in terms of biodiversity and connectivity -- is akin to a field of newly 
planted trees where an old growth forest used to stand. 

Peat has been a staple of gardening since the 1960s. It is a largely inert material with very little 
nutrition for soil and plants, but it has been coveted for its ability to hold water and to retain air in 
the soil.  It is also generally free from pests and diseases, making it an ideal planting medium. (A 
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gardening blog here takes issue with the commonly held belief that peat moss is beneficial to 
gardening.) 

So what is an eco-conscious gardener to do? After years of failed experiments, several compost 
producers have begun to create formulas that have the benefits of peat, without many of the 
environmental hazards. Based on coconut fiber (coir), finely shredded and composted bark, worm 
castings, leaf mold, and green compost, several brands now on the market are able to hold air 
and water as well as improve drainage. Available at some big box stores, Whole Foods and online, 
search for brands such as Leaf Gro Organic (composted leaves and grass clippings), Wonder Soil 
(coir, worm castings, mycorrhizae, kelp), and Dr. Earth Natural Choice Compost (worm castings, 
alfalfa and kelp meal). Be sure to check your labels! 

Or better yet, make your own with a combination of compost and leaf mold, mixed with inorganic 
materials such as grit, sharp sand, and perlite. A mix of coarse and fine particles is needed to 
create a balanced compost containing enough water and air, which are essential for root growth.  
Homemade is the most eco-friendly of all as it reduces the carbon footprint of material shipment 
and closes the nutrient loop in your own garden. 

While the U.S. lags the U.K. in terms of consumer and retail awareness of this environmental 
hazard, we can all be informed by these responsible sourcing guidelines developed to aid the 
transition to a peat-free gardening world.  

Stephanie Meeks, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener Intern 

 

The Monarch Caterpillar Caper 
Master Gardener Katie Conaway had 2 flats of first year swamp milkweed tucked away for the 
remainder of the summer in hopes of having 2 flats of second year plants next spring. But they 
were spotted by two very hungry caterpillars who did what comes naturally.  

Will the foliage grow back this year? Will they put up new shoots? Will the plants come back next 
year? We didn’t have to wait long to find out.  Katie reports that all plants have leafed out again. 

 

Defoliated plants, Ooops they skipped one!   
All photos by Katie Conaway Very hungry caterpillars 

Help Desk: Loudounmg@vt.edu 17



Trumpet Vine Fall 2021 
 

Winter Color 
or 

How to Trick Your Bulbs into Thinking It’s Already Spring 
 

 
https://enewsletters.k‐state.edu/postrockdistrictfcs/files/2020/12/Forcing‐bulbs‐260x173.jpg 

It’s not nice to trick people.  But tricking your bulbs into thinking it’s already spring can be great 
fun, and you won’t hurt their feelings at all.  When winter is around the corner, you know that 
most of the color outside is going to disappear.  Instead of being sad about that, we can plan 
ahead to bring some of that spring color into our homes months before mother nature will bring it 
to us in our yards. 

There are four steps to forcing your bulbs to flower for winter color: 

1.  Choose which bulbs you want to use based on color, height, fragrance or whatever criteria 
you like.  No need to choose just one variety, but they may have different rooting times, so you’ll 
need to stagger the plantings if you want them to bloom at the same time. 

2.  Planting the bulbs.  A good medium for planting is an equal amount each of potting soil, 
sphagnum peat moss and perlite.  Since the whole point of bulbs is that they store their own food 
there should be no need to fertilize.  A rule of thumb for planting/blooming times is: 
 

Planting Blooming 
Mid-September Late December 

Mid-October February 
Mid-November March and April 

 
Use clean pots with drainage holes, and if you use terra cotta pots, soak them first overnight so 
they don’t draw all the moisture out of the soil.  Put your soil ingredients into clean bucket or bin 
and mix thoroughly so when you use it for planting, you’ll have a nice combination of all three 
materials.  Do this outside as it may kick up a bit of dust. 
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Fill your pots loosely with soil mixture.  For reference, a 6” pot 
can hold 15 crocuses, 6 daffodils, 6 tulips or 3 hyacinths. Work 
the bulbs gently into the soil.  They should be crowded, but not 
touching. Tulips and daffodils can have their top stem piece 
exposed, but the smaller bulbs (snowdrop, crocus, grape 
hyacinth) can be covered completely.  Allow for 2” of soil  

beneath the bulbs to give room for the roots. Tulip bulbs should 
have the flat side facing the pot so that when they start to put 
out leaves, they’ll arch over the pot and give a nice uniform 
look. 

After setting the bulbs, fill the pot to ½” to ¼” of the rim and 
water until you get drips out of the drainage holes.  Label each 
pot with which flower you planted, and put the date on the 
label.   

3.  Chilling.  This phase mimics the Winter cold spell that bulbs 
need to experience in order to bloom in the spring.  This can be done in a dark area of a cold 
basement or shed (do not allow the bulbs to freeze) that maintains a 35 to 45 degree 
temperature.  It can also be done in the refrigerator, but the bulbs should be kept away from fruit 
since the off-gassing of ethylene during ripening can damage the bulbs.   

4.  Forcing into Flowering.  Here they are taken out of storage and reintroduced to warmth and 
light which their genetics will interpret as time to come out of hibernation. 

Remove the pots from their chilling location and move them to a cool spot (about 60 to 65 
degrees) with indirect sunlight.  Keep the soil moist but not wet.   

The bulbs may have white shoots when brought out, but the sunlight will turn them green as 
photosynthesis begins.  When this happens, move the pots to a warmer location with more light 
to stimulate growth.  Rotate the pots regularly so all flowers get an equal amount of sunlight.   

You should start to see buds within 3 or 4 weeks.  When they start to flower, keep them out of 
direct sunlight for longer bloom time.  Moving the pots into a cool room at night will also prolong 
the blooms.   

After flowering, you can let the foliage die back and plant the bulbs outside in the fall, or you can 
plant them in the spring, but they may not flower again for a year or two, and some may not 
bloom again at all.  If they don’t, you’re still adding organic material to your garden, so either 
way… win win! 

If you like, you can do chilling before planting to save room in the fridge.  Keep the bulbs in a 
mesh or paper bag so they can breathe, but be doubly sure to keep them away from fruit or they 
may not flower. 

This is a great project to do with kids too…mixing soil…filling pots…nestling bulbs…all things that 
kids can get their hands into.  Good clean dirty fun! 

 

When potting tulip bulbs, place the 
flat side of the bulb toward the 
outside of the pot.  Photo: 
https://extension.missouri.edu/publications
/g6550 

Help Desk: Loudounmg@vt.edu 19



Trumpet Vine Fall 2021 
 
Recommended Rooting Times for Cold-Hardy Bulbs  

 Anemone (Windflower), 8-10 weeks 
 Chionodoxa (Glories of the Snow), 10-12 

weeks 
 Crocus (Spring-blooming Crocus), 8-10 

weeks 
 Galanthus (Snowdrops), 10-12 weeks 
 Hyacinthus (Hyacinth), 12-14 weeks 
 Dwarf Iris (Iris reticulata and other spring-

blooming bulbous species), 10-12 weeks 
 Leucojum (Summer Snowflake), 8-10 

weeks 
 Muscari (Grape Hyacinth, to keep the 

leaves shorter, store cool and dry for 6-8 
weeks, then give 2 weeks of cool rooting 
time) 

 Trumpet Daffodils, 14-16 weeks 
 Large-Cupped Daffodils, 15-17 weeks 
 Small-Cupped Daffodils, 16-18 weeks 
 Double-Flowered Daffodils, 16-18 weeks 
 Split-Corona Daffodils, 14-16 weeks 
 Narcissus (Triandrus), 16-17 weeks 
 Narcissus (Cyclamineus), 14-15 weeks 
 Narcissus (Jonquilla), 15-16 weeks 
 Narcissus (Tazetta), 14-15 weeks 
 Narcissus (Miniature), 14-16 weeks 
 Scilla (Squill), 10-12 weeks 
 Tulipa (Tulip), 14-16 weeks 

There are also a couple of options for forcing bulbs that are native to warmer climates that don’t 
require chilling at all. Paperwhite narcissus, hyacinths, and amaryllis are three nice varieties for 
holiday season arrangements. 

1. Use a clean decorative bowl, vase, or non-holed container of your choice. Glass allows you to 
watch the roots grow! 

2. Fill to within one inch of the top with pebbles, pea gravel, or coarse sand. Add water to just 
below the surface of the medium. 

3. Place narcissus bulb on top and cover with more medium--about ¼ of bulb covered. 
4. Keep in a cool 50 to 55-degree room under low light until roots form and shoots appear--

about two to three weeks. Maintain water level below bulb. 
5. Slowly expose container to light and warmer temperatures in a southern exposure until 

blooms appear-– another two to three weeks. Move to indirect light to maximize bloom time. 
6. Plant bulbs in two-week intervals using several different containers so you can enjoy them for 

months! Discard after blooming. (Photo below from). 

 

Forced red tulips Photo: 
https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/files/2015/12/ForcedBulbs‐

redtulips.jpg 
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Elizabeth Campanella,  Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener Intern  

Paperwhites  Photo White Flower Farm  

Hyacinths  Photo Jason Donnelly  
https://www.bhg.com/gardening/flowers/bulbs/howto‐force‐hyacinth‐
bulbs‐in‐a‐vase/ 

Help Desk: Loudounmg@vt.edu 21



Trumpet Vine Fall 2021 

 

Poinsettias – Poisonous? Or Not? 

As you start planning your holiday plants, it’s the time to consider the safety of the plants we 
choose to bring into our homes.   

Are Poinsettias Poisonous? The short answer is simply: No, they aren’t poisonous. According to 
Paul Ecke Ranch (the largest breeder and grower of poinsettias in the United States), this rumor 
started over 100 years ago, in 1919, at Fort Shafter in Honolulu, Hawaii, when the two-year-old 
child of an army officer stationed there died. Without proof, it was assumed that he had eaten 
poinsettia leaves, which poisoned him although the attending physician who treated him at the 
hospital said (according to his son in a 1972 interview) that the poinsettia was not the cause of 
the child’s death. The rumor, however, had already started and it quickly became widespread.  

Finally, in 1971 Ohio State University, in conjunction with the Society of American Florists, 
decided to investigate the toxicity of poinsettias. They concluded that a 50-pound child would 
have to eat more than 500 leaves before problems would arise. The chance of this occurring is 
highly unlikely for one major reason: they don’t taste good! Since then a number of other 
researchers and medical associations have corroborated this conclusion. For example, in 
November 1996 the American Journal of Emergency Medicine agreed that poinsettias are not 
poisonous. (https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0735675796900868). Finally, 
the latest edition of the Handbook of Poisonous and Injurious Plants by L. S. Nelson and M. J. 
Balick, (NYBG/Springer 2020), specifically says that poinsettias are not poisonous. But in spite of 
the scientific evidence and the fact there never were any deaths caused by poinsettias, the rumor 
still persists! 

It prove the point, Thom David, marketing manager of Paul Ecke Ranch in 2010, occasionally 
would pull bracts from poinsettias and eat them in front of skeptics to convince them that they 
were safe to consume. He described the taste as incredibly bitter. Given his description of the 
taste, he said that it is unlikely that a child or animal would take more than one bite of a leaf, 
and, given his description of its unsavory culinary qualities – the child would probably spit it out 
before swallowing. But apparently some do. 

That having been said, if ingested, the sap in the leaves and bracts is irritating and can cause 
mild gastrointestinal distress, such as mild nausea, vomiting, and diarrhea if eaten in large 
enough quantities. And the sap can also cause skin irritation in susceptible people. According to 
National Capital Poison Center, “Poinsettia can be irritating but it is not fatal if eaten. If children 
and pets eat it, they can develop a mouth rash and stomach upset. The sap can cause a skin rash 
too.” (https://www.poison.org/articles/2014-dec/poinsettias) There is one exception: people who 
are allergic to latex can be cross-reactive to poinsettia and can have a reaction to the plant, 
ranging from mild to serious; if you or someone in your household is allergic to latex, it would be 
better to choose another plant when decorating for the holidays.  

The Mayo Clinic has some helpful advice if you find a toddler eating a leaf or for people who are 
allergic to latex at https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/infant-and-toddler-health/expert-
answers/poinsettia-plants/faq-20058304  

As far as pets go, the ASPCA at https://www.aspca.org/pet-care/animal-poison-control/toxic-and-
non-toxic-plants/poinsettia, the American Kennel Club at https://www.akc.org/expert-
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advice/vets-corner/poinsettias-poisonous-dogs/ and the Pet Poison Hotline at 
https://www.petpoisonhelpline.com/pet-safety-tips/are-poinsettias-poisonous-to-cats-dogs/ all 
say that poinsettias are only mildly toxic to dogs and cats. They may drool and have mild 
gastrointestinal distress, including vomiting and sometimes diarrhea from eating the leaves, but 
they won’t die. If skin or eyes are exposed to the sap, they may become irritated (swollen, red, 
itchy), but the irritation is only temporary. It’s rarely necessary to get medical treatment but if 
the symptoms persist, calling your veterinarian can be reassuring.  

While poinsettias are not poisonous, several chemicals are definitely used in the commercial 
production process, and residue may be still be on the plant. For this reason, it’s always better to 
keep this plant (or any other commercially produced plant) where toddlers and pets won’t have 
access to them.  

Lina Burton, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener 

 

 

 2014 Holiday Poinsettia Show, Baltimore, MD. Photo by Baltimore RecNPark at 
https://flic.kr/p/q2p4Aa  A wonderful series of photos from this show can be seen at 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/bmorerecnparks/albums/72157647288882674 
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Basic tools for making sauerkraut.  All photos by Freyja Bergthorson. 

  Slicing the quartered head of cabbage. 

Homemade Sauerkraut--An Easy Way to Get More Healthful 

Probiotics and Great Flavor Into Your Diet 

Probiotics are talked about in health circles these days and reflect a renewed interest in the health 

benefits of foods like yogurt, kimchee, kombucha, and good old-fashioned sauerkraut. While you 

may know that consuming fermented foods like the ones listed above is good for your gut health 

(that amazing microbiome that keeps you healthy), you may be surprised to learn just how easy it 

is to ferment your own sauerkraut at home without any fancy equipment.  

One good-sized head of cabbage will 

make enough sauerkraut to fill two 

quart-sized Mason jars. Prepared in just 

under an hour with about 25 minutes of 

hands-on work, there is little not to like 

about this amazing addition to your 

pantry.  

Unlike sauerkraut that you may have 

had from a can or jar purchased at the 

grocery store, homemade sauerkraut can 

be created to suit your family’s taste preferences and can be as crisp or tangy as you like, 

depending on how you prepare it and how long you choose to ferment it. As with any preservation 

technique, it is important to keep all utensils and surfaces as clean as possible.   

Easy Fermented Sauerkraut Recipe 

One large cabbage, 3 to 5 pounds 

Kosher salt, 3 tsp. to 3 Tbsp. depending on the weight of the sliced cabbage 

Two one-quart Mason jars with plastic lids (or similar size jars with nonmetallic lids) 

Weigh the whole cabbage, then remove and reserve the first leaf or two from the cabbage. Cut the 

cabbage into quarters through the stem end. Place each quarter on its side and carefully cut out 

the stem. Weigh the stems and subtract the weight of the stems from the weight of the cabbage 

(this will help you know how much salt you 

need).  

Slice the cabbage thinly and in lengths 

according to your preference. You may use a 

food processor for this, but that will not give 

you the long thin slices of sauerkraut that are 

traditional. Slice all four quarters thinly and 

place the sliced cabbage into a nonmetallic 

bowl. 

Salt is needed to help control the 

fermentation process and to prevent the 
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 Bruising the cabbage. 

Jars in bowls to catch any juices. 

growth of undesirable bacteria. Use 3 Tbsp. of salt for 5 pounds of shredded cabbage or use 1.25 

tsp. for each pound of shredded cabbage. Sprinkle the salt over the cabbage and use your hands to 

mix it into the cabbage as evenly as possible.  

Allow the cabbage and salt to rest at least 15 minutes.  

After 15 minutes, use your hands to 

massage the cabbage, pressing and 

squeezing it to help release the cabbage 

juice. Use a potato masher or another 

tool to squash and further bruise the 

cabbage, causing it to release more 

juice. Notice how the cabbage changes 

color slightly and will decrease in size by 

up to 50 percent as the juices are 

released.   

Add handfuls of the cabbage and its juice to the clean Mason jars. Push the cabbage down very 

firmly after each addition, packing it tightly into the jar and forcing air bubbles to rise. You will 

want to force out as much air as possible, but a few small bubbles may remain. Continue packing 

the jars until all the cabbage is distributed between the two jars.   

There should be 1.5 to 2 inches of headroom at the top of each jar, which should become filled with 

cabbage juice as the sauerkraut has been firmly pressed into the jar. Add any remaining liquid from 

the bowl to top off the jars.   

Press the reserved cabbage leaves into the top of each jar, forcing the sauerkraut below the 

surface of the cabbage juice. It is important that all the sauerkraut is submerged in order for it to 

ferment properly and to keep molds from forming on exposed pieces of cabbage. The submerged 

leaves should keep bits of sauerkraut from floating to the top of the juice.   

Weight the cabbage leaves down to keep them below the surface of the cabbage juice. Special 

glass weights can be purchased, or you can use a small jelly jar or a zippered bag full of water 

placed on top of the cabbage. The important thing is to keep all the vegetable matter submerged, 

which keeps undesirable bacteria out of the sauerkraut.  

The sauerkraut is now ready to begin the 

fermentation process. During fermentation, gas is 

released and must be able to escape the jar.   

The jars must be able to “breathe,” so they should 

not be sealed airtight or have fully tightened lids. Use 

plastic lids, not metal. Or cover each jar with a little 

cheesecloth or a clean tea towel. During the 

fermentation process, small bubbles will escape, and 

the fluid may rise. Jars with tightened lids may crack 

or even explode, so be sure to loosen any lids.   
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  Serving suggestions. 

Place the jars into a container or each into a small bowl to catch any liquid that might escape as 

the sauerkraut begins to ferment. Leave the jars to ferment for seven days to three weeks, 

checking them daily to be sure they remain mold-free and to remove any juice that escapes 

because the fermentation process will create bubbles and liquid and gas may escape from the jar. 

As with any preserved food, discard if it grows molds, visible bacteria, or develops an unpleasant 

smell (see articles linked to the end of this article for more information on food safety and 

preservation). Fermentation time will vary depending on the temperature in the room and the 

texture of the cabbage.  To test the cabbage, carefully remove the top leaf and use a clean fork to 

remove and taste a sample of the cabbage.  Be sure to return the leaf and weights to keep the 

sauerkraut fully submerged after tasting.  The tartness will increase with a longer fermentation 

period.  The crispness of the sauerkraut varies depending on the freshness of the cabbage and the 

thickness of the slices. Freshly picked, juicy cabbage will produce a crisp product, while a softer 

head will produce a softer sauerkraut. 

The amount of salt you use will 

depend on the weight of the cabbage 

and your personal preferences. You 

can also add sliced red or white 

onions, shredded carrots, garlic, 

caraway seeds, or even turmeric, or 

use red cabbage for a more colorful 

addition to salads and other dishes. 

Recipes for many different varieties 

can be found online, including for 

Curtito, a traditional Salvadoran 

fermented slaw. Sauerkraut has often 

been referred to as the “gateway 

ferment” because it is so easy to make, is delicious, and inspires home cooks to try other 

traditional fermentations.   

Sources for additional reading and food safety information for homemade fermented cabbage:  

Fermented Foods Michigan State. 

University of Kentucky fermented foods and health. 

Colorado State Fermented Foods and Health. 

Article on intestinal flora and immune system. 

Academic article on health and fermented foods. 

Freyja Bergthorson, Loudoun County Extension Master Gardener Intern 
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Growing Orchids 
So you’ve bought (or were gifted) an orchid. Cool! And now you’re maybe wondering how you’re 
going to take care of it. Perhaps you’re thinking that you know next to nothing about growing and 
caring for orchids. And you’ve heard they are hard to grow. NEWS FLASH! They are not!  

The orchid family is large, with over 880 different genera and over 22,000 species, and getting 
larger every year, making orchids the largest and most diverse of the flowering plant families. 
Orchids are classified as tropical plants which live as epiphytes (air plants) that hang onto trees for 
support; lithophytes (rock plants) which grow on or among rocks; or terrestrials which grow on the 
loamy jungle floor. Despite the large number of native tropical orchid varieties, there are really only 
a few dozen that are widely produced for the average consumer (you and me) and even fewer that 
are available at local nurseries. The plants sold at nurseries, florist shops, big box hardware stores 
and grocery stores are most likely hybrids which have been created by crossing different species to 
breed a plant that has the desirable characteristics the average consumer is looking for, such as 
color, fragrance, flower size and ease of care.  These hybrids eliminate the more challenging aspects 
of caring for a pure species orchid. But they are beautiful and make wonderful and interesting house 
plants. AND they are easy to care for if you take a little time to understand their needs. 

ORCHID STRUCTURE 

The best way to identify an orchid is to look at the structure of the flower.  Orchid flowers are 
monosymmetrical, which means that both halves of the flower mirror each other. The female parts 
of the flower are fused to what’s called the column and the male parts are fused together to a 
pollinarium which is protected by the anther cap. Three sepals (the outer circle of flower petals) and 
three petals (the inner circle of flower petals) form the flower. One of the petals looks significantly 
different from the other two and forms the lip of the flower that provides a place on the flower for 
pollinators to land.   

 
Orchid Structure  Courtesy Serena Aceto University of Naples Federico II | Naples, Italy | UNINA (researchgate.net) 

HOW ORCHIDS GROW 

For your best shot at successfully growing orchids, choose a less fussy variety that seems to be 
adapted to the growing conditions you can provide (indoors, greenhouse, sunny—or not—location, 
etc). Buy the most mature plant you can afford (young plants are harder to please) and, if possible, 
buy it in bloom so you can see what it’s supposed to look like when it blooms again. Orchids are a 
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great value as far as blooming plants go. A well cared for and varied orchid collection can provide 
blooms every day of the year.  

Good orchid care requires a basic knowledge about how 
orchids grow. There are two main categories that 
characterize the growth habits of orchids. Monopodial 
orchids have a single, upright stem and leaves that are 
opposite each other along the stem. The flower stem 
grows from the base of the uppermost leaves. The 
phalaenopsis and vanda orchids are monopodial. The 
more common growth habit is sympodial where the 
orchids grow horizontally, sending out new shoots from 
the old rhizome. Leaves and flowers form at the top of 
the new shoots. Some of these orchids form swollen, 
bulb-like shoots that store water and nutrients to help 
the plant through prolonged dry periods. Cattleya, 
cymbidium, oncidium and dendrobium are all 
sympodial.  

If you’re not sure what kind orchid you have (and therefore how to care for it), the way the plant 
looks can give you some clues about its preferences for light, water and growing medium which 
should help you determine what kind of orchid you have. A plant with few or leathery leaves (most 
cattleyas and oncidiums) needs a high light environment so put it in a bright, sunny window. If the 
leaves are soft and limp like some phalaenopsis and most paphiopedilum, the orchid is probably very 
light-sensitive and should be placed in a less sunny, non-south-facing window. An orchid with a fat 
pseudo-bulb should be watered infrequently and grown on coarse chunks of bark or lava rock. An 
orchid with no pseudo-bulbs should be grown in a more water-retentive medium such as sphagnum 
moss. 

CARING FOR ORCHIDS 

People are often hesitant to buy orchids because they think they won’t know how to care for them. 
Orchids have a reputation for being hard to grow when in fact there are many varieties that make 
excellent house plants and are easy to grow. The orchid hybrids that you can buy in stores or 
nurseries today are rewarding and relatively easy house plants to grow and, with the right kind of 
care, your orchid can bloom for months and can live indefinitely. 

The main requirements for good orchid care are: 

 Most orchids require water once a week. Avoid over-watering as this can lead to root rot  
 Place your orchid in a bright east- or west-facing window 
 Feed your orchid weekly with a fertilizer especially for orchids 
 When your orchid need repotting, use a special orchid mix and repot when your orchid has 

stopped blooming  

Taking good care of your orchid means knowing its requirements for type of growing medium, 
container type and size, fertilizer, and water, light and temperature/humidity needs.  

GROWING MEDIUM: You can buy special orchid growing mixes at nurseries and the gardening 
departments of big box stores. You’ll want to choose a mix that promotes healthy drainage, good 
airflow and gives the roots something to cling to. Orchids cannot grow in regular soil because it will 
smother their roots and kill the plant. The best mix matches the physical conditions in which the 
orchid is growing. A sunny porch in Tampa is a much different, and more conducive, growing 
environment than an icy, snowy porch in Bangor, Maine. Yet orchids can thrive in both environments 
with the proper care. 

Sympodial Roots. Photo by Jayne Collins 
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WHAT KIND OF CONTAINER?  Orchids do not grow in pots in their natural habitat. They grow on 
trees or the jungle floor. We put them in pots for our convenience even though orchid roots like to 
breathe and be free. It’s natural for orchid roots to grow outside of their pots. Healthy roots equal a 
healthy plant. Roots are the best indicator of the health of the orchid plant. Plant your orchid in the 
smallest pot that the roots will fit into and stake the plant until it establishes itself. The healthiest 
orchids are usually found growing in a teeny tiny pot that just barely fits the roots. The use of clear 
plastic pots will allow you to keep an eye on what’s actually going on inside the pot.  

FERTILIZER: Orchid growing mediums do not provide a lot of nutrients, so orchids need a little 
fertilizer in order to have healthy, regularly blooming plants. Apply a weak, diluted (one quarter of 
the recommended strength) solution of 20-10-20 fertilizer once a week. Remember—weakly weekly. 
Once a month water with plain water to flush out any accumulated fertilizer salts. In the fall switch 
to a bloom booster fertilizer formula like 10-30-20. Do not fertilize orchids in mid-winter or right 
after they’ve been repotted. The peak time for orchids to bloom is usually between December and 
April. 

WATERING:  Watering is probably the single-hardest thing to get right when you’re growing orchids 
(or any other plant for that matter.)  DO NOT OVER-WATER. For you hopeless overwater-ers (like 
me), pay attention! DO NOT OVER-WATER. There is nothing that will kill an orchid faster than letting 
it sit water-logged in its pot. The lack of oxygen will suffocate and rot the roots. The correct amount 
of water for an orchid varies with the type of orchid you’re growing, the growing medium and its 
environment. Think of it this way. You’re just learning to cook and the recipe says to “bake until 
done”. What does that mean? Generally speaking, you should water your orchid about once a week. 
Orchids need just the right amount of water, not too much or not too little. That “right” amount can 
vary with the seasons—orchids tend to dry out faster when the environment is hot than when it is 
cold. It’s really a matter of trying different things—vary the frequency that you water your orchid, 
the type of pot and the type of mix it’s growing in (and how tightly it’s packed) and the amount of 
air circulation—until you find the combination and balance that works for each orchid. When you do 
water your orchid, be generous! Water liberally until water runs from the bottom of the pot and the 
plant and soil are completely saturated.  Remember, when in doubt, WAIT! Don’t over water! Too 
little is better than too much. Most orchids like to be almost totally dry and then flooded with water 
and allowed to get almost dry again. Cover the soil and roots with sphagnum moss. It will help hold 
in the moisture and protect the roots and it will also tell you when your orchid is dry—the moss will 
feel crunchy when you touch it. You can buy it at places like Lowe’s, Home Depot, At Home, etc. 

LIGHT: In general, temperature, moisture and light levels for orchids depend on their native habitat. 
Orchids like 12-14 hours of light every day, year-around. In order to provide this amount of light 
each day, you might have to move your orchid plants around to take advantage of different light in 
different seasons. South- and east-facing windows are the best spot for your orchids. A west-facing 
window can be hot and a north-facing window too dark.  

Orchids native to the hot and humid tropics (phalaenopsis and paphiopedilum) prefer daytime 
temperatures of 73-85 degrees F and 80-90% humidity. Put them in an east or southeast window 
where the light isn’t too bright or hot and they will be very happy. Warm climate orchids such as 
cymbidiums and dendrobiums, like a temperature between 55- and 70-degrees F, a steady amount 
of moisture and good air circulation. They are happy in a south-facing window, although they might 
need a little more shade in the hot summer. Cattleyas and a few oncidiums like dry, cool days. They 
can tolerate a long dry season with temperatures of 80-90 degrees F, followed by a rainy season. 
They need a lot of light so a sunny, south-facing window is perfect for them. And, finally, high 
altitude orchids such as masdevallia and epidendrum are native to cloud forests with temperatures 
between 60 and 70 degrees F and very high humidity. They prefer a lower, filtered, less intense 
light. 

You could also set up artificial grow lights for use during the window months. Artificial grow lights 
are also good to have if you’re growing a lot of orchids. More light results in more blooms. Not 
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enough light will prevent an orchid from blooming although it will still grow. How can you tell if your 
orchid is getting enough (or too much) light? The leaf color will tell you. Unlike regular houseplants, 
a dark green leaf is not attractive—it means that the plant is not getting enough light. A light or 
medium green with yellowish tones (grassy green) means it’s getting enough light to bloom. 
Although it’s okay to move house orchids to the outdoors during warmer months, they do not like 
direct sunlight so it’s probably better to leave them inside and put them in east and south facing 
windows.  

TEMPERATURE AND HUMIDITY: The temperature at which an orchid grows best depends on the type 
of orchid you have. Phalaenopsis orchids like a daytime temperature between the mid-70’s and the 
mid-80’s. Dendrobiums on the other hand like a temperature about 10 degrees cooler. Some orchids 
sense the chill in the fall air or the difference in day and night time temperatures and that lets them 
know the seasons are changing and it’s time to think about blooming. Most people keep the 
temperature in their house at a fairly consistent temperature which is at odds with an orchid’s 
natural environment. You can deal with this by knowing your orchid’s needs and moving it around in 
your house until it’s happy.  

Orchids are tropical plants, and, unlike humans, they like it humid. Most tropical orchids prefer a 
humidity level of 60-80%. Of course you can’t have the humidity level in your house that high so 
you need to raise the humidity levels around your orchids. Raising the humidity levels will result in 
better flowering. You can increase the humidity levels by operating a humidifier near your plants, 
putting the pots on rubber grids set in waterproof, gravel filled trays filled with just enough water so 
that it doesn’t touch the roots, or misting the plant.  

POTTING AND REPOTTING 

The first thing you should do is enjoy the bloom. Don’t try to repot an orchid while it’s blooming. After 
the bloom is done, cut off the dead flower spike with sterile snippers. Orchids should be potted into 
specialized orchid pots in an orchid mixture. Orchid pots feature wide drainage slots so water will 
literally run through the pot. Orchids like small pots and plastic pots work better because the roots 
don’t stick to the sides of the pot when it’s time to repot it. Orchid potting mixture is usually 
composed of several chunky ingredients, including pine bark, charcoal, and even styrofoam. 

 STEPS FOR REPOTTING YOUR ORCHID: 

 Remove the plant and as much of the sphagnum moss as you can. Check out the roots—they 
should be white and firm with a small green growing point.  

 Cut away any shriveled, rotten or blackened areas on the roots. 
 Set the plant into the new (slightly larger) pot and fill in around it with orchid potting mix. 

The plant should be firmly situated by not 
completely anchored. Eventually new roots will 
grow through the potting mixture and attach to the 
sides of the pot, anchoring your plant. Don’t replant 
your orchid into a huge container; find a container 
that is just a little bit bigger than the current one 
and your orchid will be much happier about being 
repotted.  

Some orchids should be repotted every year while 
others are happy in the same pot for 7 or more 
years. Don’t repot your orchid if it’s not necessary—
they don’t like having their roots disturbed. The 
time to repot is when the growing medium has 
started to break down reducing aeration, if the 
roots are creeping out well beyond the confines of 

Photo by Jayne Collins
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the pot, or if new growth has unbalanced the plant. 

A word about orchid propagation—propagating orchids from seed is very difficult. The seeds do not 
contain nutritional storage tissues and so in order to grow the seed must land where it can find a 
particular kind of fungi that can penetrate its root system and the nutrients into a usable form. To 
propagate orchids from seeds you have to work in a sterile environment. The seeds must be grown 
in a gelatinous substance that contains nutrients and growth hormones. If you are not a patient 
person, you should not try to grow orchids from seeds. It takes months for the first leaves to appear 
and even then you can only see them with a magnifying glass. Roots take even longer to develop 
and it could be as many as 8 years before your orchid blooms. It’s much easier to propagate orchids 
by division, although you will sacrifice flowers for at least a year.  

DID YOU KNOW? COOL FACTS ABOUT ORCHIDS 

Orchids and humans have had a long relationship. The ancient Greeks thought that certain orchids 
were aphrodisiacs and were associated with virility. Greek women believed that if the father of the 
baby ate large, new orchid tubers, the baby would be a boy and if the mother ate small orchid 
tubers the baby would be a girl. 

In traditional Chinese medicine, orchids were used to help cure coughs and lung illnesses. 

Some Native American tribes in the Pacific Northwest used certain orchids for their medicinal value. 

The Totonic people in Mexico, and then the Aztecs who conquered them, cultivated the seed pods of 
the Vanilla orchid to use as flavoring. The Aztecs were also known to drink a mixture of vanilla 
orchid flowers and chocolate to give them strength.  

Vanilla extract comes from the orchid Vanilla planifolia and is now one of the most popular flavorings 
in the world.  

Orchids come in every color of the rainbow except black. 

THREE EASY ORCHIDS FOR BEGINNERS 

CATTLEYA:  Needs a lot of light, temperature between 55 and 90 degrees F, 40-80% humidity. 
Alternate wet and dry. Plant it in coarse fir bark.  

PHALAENOPSIS:  Needs bright light, temperatures of 65-85 degrees F and 40-70% humidity. Be 
careful not to let it dry out. Plant it in medium fir bark.  

PAPHIOPEDILUM: Likes bright light and temperatures of 50-80 
degrees F. depending on the type you have. These orchids need 
continuous moisture and humidity levels of 40-60%. Growing 
medium is bark or fluffy moss mix.  
Taking care of your orchid is really pretty simple. It doesn’t 
require a lot of special care. Truth be told, I’ve kept a Valentine’s 
Day gift orchid alive for going on 5 years. I don’t talk to it. I 
rarely remember to fertilize it. I water it when I water the other 
houseplants and it gets lots of indirect sunlight in the dining 
room. It blooms twice a year, beautiful lavender blooms and it 
seems to be very happy. Orchids are easy. 

 Jayne Collins, Loudoun County Extension Master 
Gardener 

 Phalaenopsis Amabilis   Photo by Jayne Collins 
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Interested in Becoming a Virginia Cooperative 
Extension Master Gardener Volunteer? 

Submit your application for

Master Gardener 
Class of 2022
 Online applications are due by  
October 23, 2021. 
Classes are virtual and begin in late 
January 2022. 

For more information and to apply online, 
visit loudouncountymastergardeners.org/ 
become-a-master-gardener/

VCE, Loudoun Office
750 Miller Drive, SE, Suite F-3
Leesburg, VA 20175

Educate others

Help the environment

Make new friends

Empower communities

Learn from experts

Virginia Cooperative Extension programs and employment are open to all, regardless of age, color, disability, gender, gender identity, 
gender expression, national origin, political affiliation, race, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, veteran status or any other basis 
protected by law. An equal opportunity employer, issued in furtherance of Cooperative Extension work, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and 
State University, Virginia State University, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. Edwin J. Jones, Director, Virginia Cooperative 
Extension, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg; M. Ray McKinnie, Administrator, 1890 Extension Program, Virginia State University, Petersburg.

If you are a person with a disability and desire any assistive devices, services or other accommodations to participate in this activity, 
please contact VCE, Loudoun Office, at 703-777-0373 during business hours of 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. to discuss accommodations 5 days 
prior to the event. TDD number is 800-828-1120.

www.loudouncountymastergardeners.org | 703-777-0373 | LCMGTraining@gmail.com
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