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Three kinds of 
weasels inhabit 
New York. They 
are similar in 
appearance and 
m a n y  o t h e r 

characteristics. The long-tailed weasel 
(sometimes called New York weasel) is 
the largest and the least weasel 
(sometimes called mouse weasel) is the 
smallest, with the ermine (sometimes 
called short-tailed weasel) being 
intermediate in size. All three have brown 
backs and white bellies during summer. 
The long-tailed weasel and the ermine 
have black tipped tails, but the ermine 
has white feet. The least weasel lacks the 
black tip on the tail. During winter, the fur 
of all three weasels turns white, though 
the long-tailed weasel and ermine retain 
their black tail tips.  
 

People often get these weasels confused 
because the term "ermine" is commonly 
used for any weasel in its white, winter 
phase. Minks are similar to weasels in 
appearance, but do not have white bellies 
and do not turn white in winter. 
 

Weasels are seemingly tireless hunters. 
They are active year-round and do    
most of their hunting at night, but are 
often seen during the day. Weasels    
hunt primarily by scent, and it is not 
uncommon to see one standing upright 

on its hind feet testing the air for the 
scent of prey. This long, lithe predator 
often seeks prey by darting into their 
burrows.  
 

These hunters can be found in an array 
of habitats from old fields and brush land 
to extensive, mature forests. They are 
most often seen along brushy hedgerows 
or stone walls, but they inhabit a variety 
of places including golf courses, 
backyards, marsh edges, and brush 
piles.  Sometimes these carnivores live in 
close proximity to people, dwelling in 
dens under buildings or in old 
foundations. They often inhabit the 
abandoned burrows of chipmunks, wood 
chucks, and other mammals.  

Over the years, weasels have acquired 
bad reputations, largely for their raids on 
backyard poultry houses which were 
once common in rural New York. 
Weasels were especially noted for killing 
more than they could eat, a characteristic 
for which they have been labeled. "blood 
thirsty”. The reason for this behavior  
may be that the weasel is genetically 
"programmed" to attack prey. Upon 
entering a chicken coop, the sights and 
sounds of struggling alarmed prey 
merely triggers the weasel's natural, fine-
tuned predatory response and it may 
almost "automatically" kill several 
chickens. It's unlikely that they can count!  

 
Continued on page 2 

WEASELS 
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T h e  w e a s e l s  a r e 
surrounded with a variety 
of myths regarding 
feeding habits. One myth 
is that a huge stomach 
parasite causes weasels 
to take large amounts of 
prey. Of course this is 
false and is a folksy 
interpretation of how 

these carnivores high activity level requires that 
they consume a considerable amount of food to 
meet their energy needs. Another myth is that 
weasels hypnotize their prey before striking. More 
likely the prey is paralyzed by indecisiveness 
about how to react to the life threatening 
encounter.  
 

Yet another popular myth is that weasels suck the 
blood from their prey or that they eat only the 
brains and blood. This is false and probably 
stems from observations that a weasel kills most 
prey by piercing the base of the animal's skull 
with its sharp canine teeth. The weasel may lap 
up some of its victim's blood, for this is a high-
energy food, but it certainly doesn't suck blood 
from its prey in some imaginary vampire like 
manner.  
 
Weasels are a regulated furbearer in New York, 
though they are seldom the target of trapping 
efforts because of their very low market value. 
They are an interesting little mammal to watch if 
you are fortunate enough to happen upon one. 
Sometimes one will come quite close and appear 
as curious about you as you are about it. If the 
opportunity arises, take a few minutes to enjoy 
these encounters with one of our smallest 
predators.  

Some Vital Statistics on the Weasels:  
 

Size  
Total length: long-tailed weasel - male 15-18 
inches, female 12-14 inches; ermine - male 10-12 
inches, female 8-10 inches; least weasel - male 7
-8 inches, female 7-8 inches.  
 
Tail length: long-tailed weasel - male 5-6 inches, 
female 4-4 1/2 inches; ermine - male 2 1/2-3 
inches, female 1 3/4-2 1/2 inches; least weasel - 
male I-I 1/2 inches, female I-I 1/2 inches.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Weight—long-tailed weasel -male 6.9-9.4 oz., 
female 2.5-4.4 oz.; ermine - male 2.3-3.7 oz., 
female 1.6-2.5 oz.; least weasel - male 2.1 oz., 
female 1.3-1.5 oz.  
 
Food—Long-tailed weasels eat mostly small 
mammals (over 90% of diet), with meadow voles 
being the most common prey: Also consumed are 
cottontail rabbits, mice, rats, shrews, squirrels, 
chipmunks, moles and. muskrats. Ermine also eat 
a variety of mammalian prey, but smaller prey 
make up a greater proportion of then diet with 
meadow voles and mice making up a majority of 
the food Items; shrews, cottontails, rats, and 
chipmunks are also common to the ermine's diet. 
Least weasels feed mostly on mice, shrews, and 
insects; seldom will they take prey as large as a 
cottontail or squirrel, unless they happen upon a 
nest of young.  
 

Breeding—The long-tailed weasel and ermine 
exhibit a reproductive phenomenon called 
delayed implantation, where the fertilized egg of 
the female is not implanted in the uterine wall until 
several months following breeding; the least 
weasel does not share this characteristic. The 
former two weasels breed in early summer, have 
gestation periods of 9-10 months and typically 
have litters of 6-10 young; the least weasel may 
breed anytime, has a gestation period of 35 days, 
and typically has a litter size or 4-6.  
 
Source:  A Cornell Cooperative Extension Publication; 
Wildlife Notebook, Sketches of Selected Wildlife in New 
York State by Daniel J. Decker 

Long-tailed 
weasel 

Ermine 

Least Weasel 
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Soon after buying my 
woodlot I began noticing 
the odd shapes and poor 
growth of many of the 
young hemlocks. They 
were flat-topped and 
spindly. The next winter 
the trails in the snow and 
the nipped branch tips on 
the ground told the tale; it 
was the work of 
porcupines. I had also 
seen that the porcupines 

had been girdling the upper trunks and 
branches of midsize maples. 
 
Since porcupines are largely nocturnal it was 
difficult to see and shoot them while the 
damage was being done. During early May the 
next spring, when the new leaves were 
emerging, it did prove possible to spot several 
porcupines already out at dusk in the treetops 
and to shoot them. This was a start to limiting 
their numbers and reducing the tree loss. 
 
During the second winter I began following 
porcupine trails in the snow and located a 
hollow beech tree with an opening at its base 
and a huge mound of dung inside. I was able to 
hear the scratching of claws inside as I knelt at 
the opening. Here was a place to make a major 
dent in the porcupine population! 
 
I bought a 220 Conibear trap and returned to 
set it at the den opening. With some difficulty I 
managed to drive a couple of propping sticks in 
the mostly frozen ground. In another day I had 
the first porcupine caught. Soon a second, then 
a third. The catch slowed down for a time but 
every few weeks there was another porcupine 
in the trap. Apparently, everyone around that 
area stopped by that den sooner or later. 
 
I pulled the trap in late spring, reset it in the fall, 
and by the end of that year had eliminated ten 
porcupines at the beech den. Since then, the 
take at that location has averaged six a year; as 
of June, 2000, the total was 33. 
 
 

The beech den is at the far end of my woods, a 
long, narrow ridgetop about four-fifths of a mile 
in length. At the other end, near the access 
road, I began putting out food for deer in a 
rough trough built between two large cedars. 
Soon, the food was disappearing daily but there 
didn't seem to be many deer tracks in the snow. 
Instead there were loose small quills in the 
trough. I built a cubby of rough lumber, 
screening one end with hardware cloth and 
leaving the other end open as a place to set a 
Conibear. With deer food inside as bait, I 
caught a porcupine the first night, then another 
and another. The sixth, and last for early spring 
2000, was a 35-pounder. 
 
How many porcupines can there be in and 
around one 110-acre woodlot? All I know is that 
the surviving hemlocks are now growing 
straight tops. Now, if I could just keep the deer 
from eating every hemlock seedling, I'd have 
some future wildlife cover.   

Source:  Robert Johnson resides in Gouverneur, NY 
and is a member of NYFOA.  

 

 

WOODLOT MANAGEMENT:  

AVOIDING TREE DAMAGE BY PORCUPINE CONTROL 
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Windbreaks are often thought of as little more 
than a single row of trees or shrubs positioned to 
provide protection from the wind. However, there 
is more to their design than immediately meets 
the eye.  
 

The most important factors in wind-break design 
for wind protection are height, density, orientation, 
length, and species. 
 

Height  

Windbreaks reduce wind speeds up to 30 times 
their height downwind. In general, height 
increases with age and depends on tree species 
used. The effective height of a multi row 
windbreak is that of the tallest row. Large areas 
must have windbreaks spaced 10-20 feet apart 
for every foot of windbreak height in order to 
provide full protection (e.g., 30-foot tall 
windbreaks should be planted every 300 to 600 
feet to effectively protect a large area).  
 

Density - Windbreak density is the ratio of the 
solid proportion of the windbreak to the total area 
affected by the number of tree rows, branch and 
foliage density (determined by tree species), and 
tree spacing within rows.  
 

All windbreaks (barring solid fences or walls) let 
some wind through. Dense windbreaks are likely 
to stop more wind; however, density is not always 
good. As wind is deflected up and over a 
windbreak, low pressure on the down-wind side 
draws wind back to the ground.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This low pressure is stronger in dense 
windbreaks and reduces the amount of area 
protected.  
 

Thus, letting some wind through reduces the low 
pressure and results in a larger protected area. 
 

Windbreaks with 60-80 percent density give very 
good protection over a fairly small area like a 
farmstead, residential lot, or feedlot. A windbreak 
with a 40-60 percent density can protect a large 
area like a crop field. However, windbreak 
densities below 20 percent provide little wind 
reduction.  
 

Orientation - Windbreaks should be oriented at 
right angles to the prevailing wind direction to 
protect the greatest land area. Remember that 
prevailing wind directions may vary between 
summer and winter. Use multiple-leg windbreaks 
in areas with variable-direction winds to give the 
most protection. In hilly areas, locate windbreaks 
just upwind of the hill crest for greatest benefit. 
Placing a windbreak on the crest will result in a 
small protected area because of extreme low 
pressure and turbulence created on the 
downwind and downhill side.  
 

Length - Longer windbreaks protect more area. 
Wind tends to curve around the ends of a 
windbreak because of the low pressure effect 
mentioned above. Therefore, windbreaks should 
be long in relation to their height. A length of at 
least ten times the windbreak height is best.  

 

HOW TO: DESIGN A WINDBREAK 

A dense windbreak provides good wind protection and snow drift control .   

C o n t i n u e d 
on page 5 
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Other Design Considerations - Windbreaks 
can be effective with few rows. Single-row 
windbreaks can be used where space is limited. 
These consist of an evergreen row for year-
around protection, a single shrub row, or a 
densely branched deciduous tree row. Although 
deciduous trees lose their leaves in winter, they 
still can provide some wind and snow protection. 
Proper tree spacing and maintenance are very 
important in single-row windbreaks. Gaps cannot 
be allowed, because there are no trees in 
adjacent rows to fill them.  

 

Another possibility for an area with limited space 
is a twin-row, high-density windbreak. This 
design uses two evergreen rows, for example: 
spruces (Norway, white, etc.), firs (balsam, 
fraser), Douglas-fir, or northern white cedar, 
planted close together, with a tree in one row 
filling a gap in the next row. This design fills in 
and becomes effective very quickly after planting 
and takes little space.  

 

Using several different tree and shrub species in 
a windbreak decreases the likelihood of serious 
disease or insect problems. Wind protection can 
be improved by combining a row of low, dense 
shrubs; a row of medium-tall evergreens that 
retain foliage on their lower branches; and a row 
of tall deciduous or evergreen trees.  

 

Species - Trees and shrubs for windbreak 
planting should be selected for hardiness, good 
form and foliage, fast growth, longevity, low 
maintenance needs, and pest resistance. Be 
sure to choose species that are suitable for your 
planting site and that fit your windbreak design.  

 

Source:  The New York Forest Owner 41:6 - 
November/December 2003 

 

 

 

 

 

Learn how to un-invite some of your wildlife 
friends by planting a different menu of floral 
entrees while nurturing you native plants.  These 
webinars are schedules for consecutive first 
Mondays each month at noon and 7 pm. To 
register please to the following website 
http://rnrext.cas.psu.edu/PAForestWeb/ 
 

April 5 - Deer Resistant Plants 

The deer are coming, the deer are coming . . . 
And they are staying to dine on your landscape 
and garden plants.  Find out how to co-exist with 
deer by planning what they least like to eat.  
There is hope for your garden. 
 

May 3 - Native Plants 

Be part of the Green Movement.  Start by 
enjoying the natural beauty and learn to recreate 
part of it in your own landscape.  Be enchanted 
by the showiest of the native perennials and see 
which of these you can identify in your area. 
 

June 7 - Rabbit Resistant Plants 

Here bunny, here bunny; most of us find rabbits 
endearing from a very young age. However, 
sometimes there is just one bunny too many. . . 
They can easily multiply so much that sheer 
numbers destroy your landscape and your 
garden.  Learn how to minimize damage from 
these furry critters through plant selection. 
 

Source:  Allyson Brownlee Muth, Ed.D. Forest 
Stewardship Program Associate, Pennsylvania State 
University 

WILDLIFE & PLANTS WEB 
SEMINAR SERIES 
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How many of us have seen a bluebird recently?  
The great majority of young people today have 
never seen a bluebird.  Yet 70 years ago, 
bluebirds were among the most common 
songbirds in America.   
 

Bluebirds are an asset to farmers and gardeners 
because their diet consists almost entirely of 
insects in the spring and summer.  In the late fall 
and winter they live largely on wild berries.   
 

The eastern bluebird population may have 
plummeted as much as 90% due to shortage of 
natural cavities for nesting, competition form 
house sparrows and starlings, and pesticides.  
What is needed is a widespread effort to help the 
bluebird in its struggles and an easy way to help is 
to provide nesting sites. 
 

Bluebird trails are becoming increasingly popular 
and area a source of great pleasure and 
satisfaction to those who operate them.  A bluebird 
trail consists of a number of nesting boxes spaced 
100 yards or more apart and so located that they 
can be conveniently monitored by going from box 
to box by car, bicycle or on foot. 
 

A bluebird trail may consist of only a few nesting 
boxes on one’s own property or of hundreds of 
boxes spread over a distance of many miles.  
Bluebird population has increased dramatically 
along the routes of virtually all bluebird trails that 
have been operated successfully for a number of 
years.  What is needed is a great increase in the 
number of bluebird trails, so that bluebirds can 
again raise their families in the vast areas where 
the natural nesting cavities have either been 
destroyed, or have been usurped by the alien 
starlings and house sparrows, against which the 
bluebird cannot successfully compete. 
 

To operate a successful bluebird trail it is 
important to know the characteristics of the 
bluebird and the problems involved in maintaining 
a productive trail. 

The Bluebird Nesting Season - Because of their 

early return to the northern parts of their range, the 
bluebird today remains a symbol of springtime.  
The lengthening days of late February and March 
bring with them the arrive of bluebirds in search of 
suitable nesting sites.  The male usually returns 
before the female and immediately starts 
searching for several unoccupied cavities or 
nesting boxes he considers suitable for nesting.  
Bluebirds are a cavity-nesting species and they 
nest and raise their young in holes of dead trees, 
fence posts, or in nest boxes. 
 

Courtship - Through singing and tail and wing 
displays, the male urges the female, upon her 
return, to explore the cavity he has shown her.  
The male will show the female several sites, and 
hopefully, she will choose one of them.  If she 
approves, the female accepts him as her mate and 
the pair will then stay close by until nest building 
begins. 
 

Nest Building - Days and often weeks elapse 
between selection and actual start of nest building.  
In most areas nest building is generally underway 
in early May. 
 

The female builds the nest almost entirely by 
herself.  However, the male will accompany her 
while she collects the nesting material.  The 3-4 
inch wide nest is made of woven grasses and 
occasionally pine needles, where available.  It 
usually takes 5-6 days for the nest to be 
completed. 
 

Bluebird time their activities so that the first egg is 
laid 4 to 5 days after the nest has been completed.  
One egg is laid each day until the clutch is 
complete.  Three to six, commonly four or five, 
pale blue (occasionally white) eggs are laid.  
Incubation begins as soon as the last egg has 
been laid.  The time of incubation is generally 14 
days. 

Continued on page 7 

HOW TO MAKE AND ENJOY YOUR OWN BLUE BIRD TRAIL 
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The Fledgling Period - On the day they are 
hatched, young bluebirds are virtually naked.  
They weigh roughly one-tenth of an ounce.  
They are fed small, assorted insects every few 
minute from dawn to dusk.  The male bird does 
most of the feeding at first since the female 
must spend a good part of her time brooding the 
babies to keep them warm.  Within about 12 
days, the weight of the young bird approaches 
that of the adult.  The natal down has been 
shed and replaced by the beautiful soft gray and 
blue juvenile plumage. 
 

Young bluebirds usually leave their nests at the 
age of 17 or 18 days.  On the day of fledging, 
the parent birds seem to encourage their young 
to leave the nest by restricting their food and by 
calling to them repeatedly in an enticing manner 
from a short distance.  Each young bird at the 
moment it leaves the nest make a valiant and 
usually successful attempt to fly to a nearby tree 
or bush.  Most young bluebirds are capable of 
flying 50 to 100 feet on their first attempt.  The 
newly fledged bluebirds soon work their way 
into the higher braches of nearby trees and 
remain high off the ground, flying from tree to 
tree to gain strength. 
 

For the first 7-10 days out of the nest, the young 
are fed by their attentive parents. The bluebird 
fledglings start finding a small part of their own 
food when they have been out of the nest for 
about  two week.  Within another week or 10 
days the young birds learn to obtain all of their 
own food.  Bluebirds have strong family ties so 
the young birds usually remain fairly close to 
their parents throughout the summer and early 
autumn.  Often not more than 3 to 4 days 
elapse between the time the young of one 
brood are fledged and the nest for the nest 
brood is started.  Usually a second brood is 
raised by the same parents and sometimes also 
a third. 
 

It is recommended that after the young have left 
the nest, the box should be cleaned as this 
increases the chances that a second brood will 
be raised in the same box. 

 

Mounting the Box - Where you choose to 
place the box is as important as how the box is 
designed.  Bluebirds are birds of open areas.  
They rarely nest in wooded areas, but will nest 
in clearings.  Open areas with scattered trees 
are best.  Open fields are suitable if there are 
posts or wires for perching.  Look for any area 
where the vegetation is kept short by mowing, 
or grazing such as parks, campgrounds, 
pastures, large lawns, cemeteries, golf courses 
and abandoned orchards.  Generally bluebirds 
nest only in rural areas and the very outer 
edges of suburban developments.  Proper 
placement of your nesting box (boxes) can 
encourage bluebirds and discourage other 
competing birds and predators. 
 

Bluebirds -  We recommend that nesting boxes 
be mounted on 6 to 6-1/2 feet pipe.  The boxes 
should be mounted 4 to 5 feet from the ground.  
It is recommended that they be placed 100 
yards apart because bluebirds establish a 
territory during the nesting season and a 
nesting pair will not allow other bluebirds to 
enter their territory. 
 

Tree Swallows are the birds most often found in 
bluebird boxes.  To maximize your chances of 
attracting bluebirds amidst competition from 
swallows we recommend placing two boxes 5-8 
feet apart.  Swallows will exclude another pair of 
swallows from nesting this close.  Swallows only 
defend their nest site itself.  This leaves the 
adjacent box open to bluebirds. 
 

House Wrens like more bushy areas.  To avoid 
competition with the house wren place the 
bluebird nest box  in more open areas at  least 
50 feet or more away from brush and woods. 
 

Face the box towards a tree, shrub or pole so 
the young can fly toward it.  Your nesting box 
should be put up and ready for use by the end 
of March if possible.  If they are put up later 
than this time, they still should be attractive to 
bluebirds who are raising their second or third 
broods.  Be patient, it may take several seasons 
for blue birds to find your box!  

Continued on page 8 
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March 15 Bluebirds sighted in the areas. 

March 30 Female accepts box bits of straw in box. 

April 22 Female building nest. 

April 29 Five blue eggs (usually one a day for 5 days). 

May 18 Young hatching, female carries away shells and fecal sacs. 

May 21 Female continues brooding the young - both adults feed young from dawn to dusk. 

June 6 Young bluebirds have left the nest - clean out the box 

June 20 Female begins building new next and process is repeated. 

TYPICAL BLUEBIRD NESTING TIMETABLE FOR THIS AREA 

BLUEBIRD NESTBOX CONSTRUCTION TIPS 
Back 14 x 6½”, Sides 10½” & 9½” x 5” Top 12” x 8” Base 5 x 5” Front 9¾” x 6½” Entrance exactly 1½” diameter located 
1½” down from top. Lower sides ¼” from top for air vet.  Nip off corners of base for drainage.  

Source:  The New York Forest Owner; November/December 2003 

The vivid flower spike of purple loosestrife is 
common in wetlands across the northern United 
States, but the colorful flowers belie the 
destructive power of this invasive plant.  As it 
spreads, purple loosestrife chokes out native 
foliage, destroying precious wetland habitats.  
IPM programs in the Northeast have recently 
enlisted the help of three of the plant’s natural 
enemies to slow the spread of this weed. 
 

Purple loosestrife was accidentally imported 
from Europe, so researchers looked there for 
the plant’s natural insect predators.  In the late 
1980’s, a multinational team began rigorous 
screening of 120 insects and ultimately found 
three to be suitable for release in the United 
States. These species showed a strong 
preference for eating purple loosestrife, 
meaning that other types of plants would be 
unaffected by their presence. 
 

In Rhode Island, Lisa Tewsbury and Richard 
Casagrande (University of Rhode Island) have 
tracked the effects of the three species in a 
wetland where purple loosestrife had taken 
over.  Two beetle species, Galerucella 
calmariensis and Galerucella pusilla, quickly 
became established at the site.  These small 
beetles reproduce yearly, and the larvae feed 
on leaves, stems, and buds.  Within four years, 

they had significantly inhibited the growth of the 
original stand of purple loosestrife. 
 

At the University of Connecticut, Donna Ellis 
oversees a program through which 700 
volunteers raised Galerucella beetles for purple 
loosestrife control.  Since 1995, this group has 
released 1.5 million beetles at more than 100 
sites statewide. 
 

Researchers continue to explore the exact 
benefits of this biological control approach.  
According to Tewksbury, there may be 
limitations to the beetles’ effectiveness; for 
example, their impact seems to be more 
significant in sunny, open areas.  Several 
federal, state, and private groups help to 
monitor the success of this control strategy. 
 

“This project may provide an important way to 
tackle the problem of trying to restore a more 
natural wetland area,” explains Tewksbury.  
With a tool to fight purple loosestrife, 
researches hope to give native plant species 
new opportunities to thrive in wetland areas. 
The Northeastern IPM Center encourages 
integrated pest management for reducing risks 
to human health and the environment. 

Source:  Northeast IPM Insights, Winter 2010 

BEETLES V. PURPLE LOOSESTRIFE 
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It pays to plan your garden before you start 
digging the soil so you can enjoy your 
vegetables and use your available garden 
space more efficiently.   
 

Your plan can be a simple sketch or a detailed 
garden map drawn to scale.  In any event, a 
garden plan will prevent you from having too 
much of one crop and not enough of another. 
 

This plan should include the list of crops to be 
grown, the varieties selected, the amount of 
each vegetable, planting dates, location of each 
crop, and spacing. 
 

The first consideration, is to choose vegetables 
the whole family likes best.  If only one or two 
family members like a particular vegetable, it 
may be cheaper to buy it and save garden 
space for foods enjoyed by all. 
 

Space is another consideration. Some 
vegetables, like cucumbers and summer 
squash, give prolific yields and usually two or 
three hills of each are enough for an average 
family.  Some vegetables have dwarf varieties 
that reduce the amount of long, sprawling vines. 
 

A frequently overlooked factor in garden 
planning is the date the family vacation.  
Choose planting dates and varieties carefully so 
your garden won’t be ready for a full harvest 
when everyone is out of town. 
 

The following additional pointer should be kept 
in mind: 

 Group the crops according to height, to 
prevent shading.  If you plant east to west, 
keep the tall plants on the north side so they 
won’t shade low growing plants. 

 If the garden is on a hillside, plant across the 
slope, not up and down.  This will help hold 
moisture in the soil and reduce erosion. 

 Group together the small growing, quick 
maturing crops. 

 Locate perennial crops such as asparagus 
and rhubarb in areas that will not interfere 
with soil preparation. 

 Vine crops can be planted nest to each 
other.  They will not cross pollinate. 

 Successive plantings may be made to 
increase productivity.  Remove refuse of 
early maturing crops and add a second 
application of fertilizer before replanting. 

 If canning and freezing are planned, plant 
varieties suitable for these purposes. 

 Practice crop rotation, if possible.  Rotation 
should be by families as well as individual 
crops.   

“I bought packets of vegetable seeds for my 
garden last year, but I didn’t plant all of them.. 
Are they still good to plant this year?” 

 

The answer to this common question is a 
qualified yes.  It depends if the seed you 
purchased last year was relatively new, and if 
you stored it in a  relatively dry place during the 
interim periods. 

 

Seed stored under warm, moist conditions will 
deteriorate rapidly.  Unless you are sure your 
seeds were stored under good conditions, it is 
safer to buy new packets this season. 

 

Some vegetable seeds have a fairly short life 
and probably will not be very good two or more 
years after purchase.  These include sweet 
corn, onions, okra and parsnip. 

 

However, beans, carrots, celery, and leek 
usually will germinate two to three years after 
purchase, and other crops such as cucumbers, 
tomatoes, squash and lettuce will often remain 
viable for three or more years. 

GARDEN PLANNING 

CAN OLD SEEDS BE PLANTED? 
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You don’t need a garden plot to grow your own 
vegetables this summer.  A windowsill, balcony or 
doorstep can give you space enough to enjoy a 
minigarden. 
 

Start by determining the space you have 
available.  You should use containers large 
enough to hold the plants when they are fully 
grown.  Chives, for example, will thrive in a 6-inch 
pot.  Radishes, onion, and miniature tomatoes will 
grow in 10-inch pots, while larger vegetables can 
be planted in 5 gallon plastic trash cans. 
 

Readymade containers are widely available, and 
many are designed for growing plants.  Wood 
containers will last several seasons if painted 
inside and outside with a safe wood preservative.  
If you use plastic, allow for drainage in the 
containers by drilling several 1/4-inch holes 
evenly spaced along the side near the bottom 
(not through the bottom).  Drainage in each 
container will be improved by filling the bottom 
with up to an inch of coarse gravel.  There are 
other items that can be used for container 
growing, such as clay pots, an old pail, a wire 
basket or wooden box. 

 

Horticulturists recommend using a synthetic soil 
mix for minigardens because it is free of disease 
and weed seeds, holds moisture and plant 
nutrients well, and is easily handled.  You can 
buy soilless mixtures in garden supply stores, or 
make your own using horticultural vermiculite, 
shredded peat moss, ground limestone and 
fertilizer. 
 

Use quality seed varieties adapted for your 
location and select insect and disease resistant 
types whenever possible. 
 

Transplants that you started indoors, or 
purchased, can be used in minigardens, but 
remember they should not be set out until the 
danger of frost in your area has passed. 

During the growing season, feed your plants with 
one of many commercial water soluble fertilizers.  
Follow manufacturer’s directions as to rate and 
frequency of fertilizing. 

Vegetables need the equivalent of about one inch 
of rain weekly during the growing season.  You 
can control watering much better with a 
minigarden than you could with a garden plot.  
Overwatering will kill your plants, but during the 
hot months you may have to water as frequently 
as three times a week since soil moisture is lost 
at the faster rate.  Avoid wetting the leaves late in 
the day because wet leaves after sundown 
encourages the growth of plant diseases. 
Vegetables grown in containers are as 
susceptible to attack by insects and diseases as 
garden vegetables. 
 

Most vegetable plants grow best in full sunlight, 
but some leafy types (lettuce, cabbage, mustard 
greens) need some shading. 
 

You will probably need to do some weeding, even 
with container growing.  It is recommended that 
weeds be pulled promptly when they are small.  
Be careful not to harm delicate roots of the 
vegetable plant. 

Source:  USDA bulletin HG-163 “Minigardens for 
Vegetables”. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Herkimer 
County will be sponsoring a free workshop on 
saving energy and money in the home. This 
workshop is through the EmPowerTM New York 
program. This workshop is open to the public and 
is free of charge but is especially targeted to 
HEAP or EmPower eligible Herkimer County 
residents.   

Thursday, March 18th, 2010 at 6:30 p.m. 
This EmPower NY session will last approximately 
two hours and will include a free home energy kit 
to each family. There will also be special home 
energy door prizes given away. The Cornell 
Cooperative Extension office is located on Rte. 5 
between Herkimer and Little Falls at the Scialdo 
Business Park. You must pre-register by  calling 
the Cornell Cooperative Extension of Herkimer 
County office at 315.866.7920. Registration 
deadline for this class is March 17th. 

GROW VEGETABLES IN MINIGARDENS 

SAVING ENERGY AND 
MONEY IN THE HOME 
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Did you know that the Mohawk Valley of 
New York is one of the best places in the 
United States to grow garlic? It’s true. The 
soils we have and the climate enable 

farmers to grow varieties of garlic that are tastier and 
have more zest than those that are imported or 
found in other parts of the country.  
 
On Wednesday, March 24th, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension of Herkimer County will host an evening 
seminar on growing and marketing garlic. Guest 
speaker will be 13 year garlic grower Shane Badger 
of Paines Hollow. Shane currently grows 11 varieties 
of garlic and commercially markets 5 of them. In 
addition to being on the Mohawk Valley Garlic and 
Herb Festival Committee, he is active with the Park 
Avenue Garden Club in Herkimer.  The time for the 
seminar is 6:30PM at the Cornell Cooperative 
Extension offices on Route 5 in East Herkimer. 
There is no charge for the seminar but participation 
is limited due to seating. In order to reserve a seat, 
call Cornell Cooperative Extension at 866-7920. This 
will be an interactive event with questions and 
answers to follow the presentation. Find out why the 
best garlic is found right at home 

History of Herbs - Herbs have played an important 
part in man's life for countless years -- in his politics, 
romance, love, religion, health, and superstition. 

Celery was used by the Abyssinians for stuffing 
pillows. Ancient Greeks and Romans crowned their 
heroes with dill and laurel. Dill also was used by the 
Romans to purify the air in their banquet halls. 

Some herbs were given magical properties, probably 
because of their medicinal uses. The early Chinese 
considered artemisia to have special charms. In 
France during the Middle Ages, babies were rubbed 
with artemisia juices to protect them from the cold. 
Ancient Greeks used sweet marjoram as a valuable 
tonic, and parsley as a cure for stomach ailments. 
Rosemary was eaten in the Middle Ages for its 
tranquilizing effects and as a cure-all for headaches. 

Chives, still a common herb often found growing 
wild, had economic importance throughout Asia and 
many Mediterranean countries. Odd as it seems 

now, the early Dutch settlers in this country 
intentionally planted chives in the meadows so cows 
would give chive-flavored milk. 

Mint, another popular herb today, also had its 
beginnings early in history. Greek athletes used 
bruised mint leaves as an after-bath lotion. In the 
Middle Ages, mint was important as a cleansing 
agent and later was used to purify drinking water 
that had turned stale on long ocean voyages. Mint 
also was given mystical powers It was used to 
neutralize the "evil eye" and to produce an 
aggressive character. 

Mustard was lauded by Hippocrates, the ancient 
Greek physician, and Shakespeare called it a 
desirable condiment in several of his plays. 

Other herbs with importance dating back to early 
times include basil, saffron, sage, savory, tarragon, 
and thyme. 

Early settlers brought herbs to America for use as 
remedies for illnesses, flavoring, storing with linens, 
strewing on floors, or burning for their pleasant 
fragrances. Some herbs were used to improve the 
taste of meats in the days before preservation 
techniques were developed. Other herbs were used 
to dye homespun fabrics. 

Herb gardens were almost an essential feature of 
pioneer homes. They were placed in sunny corners 
near the house to be readily available to the busy 
homemaker. As the population of the new country 
grew, people from many nations brought herbs with 
them. This resulted in an exchange of slips, seeds, 
and plants. 

Many herbs familiar to settlers from other countries 
were found growing wild in the new country. These 
included parsley, anise, pennyroyal, sorrel, 
watercress, liverwort, wild leeks, and lavender. 
American Indians knew uses for almost every wild, 
nonpoisonous plant, but they used the plants chiefly 
for domestic purposes -- tanning and dyeing leather 
and eating. 

 

 

Continued on page 12 

SO YOU WANT TO GROW GARLIC? 

GROWING HERBS IN THE HOME 
GARDEN 
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Definition, Number, and Types of Herbs 
Available - Early herb gardens were the major 
source for food seasoning. The need for 
homegrown herbs, however, declined with the 
advent of modern stores. Today, many gardeners 
are rediscovering the joy and pleasure of 
producing their own herbs. 

Definition of Herb - From the botanical viewpoint, 
an herb is a seed plant that does not produce a 
woody stem like a tree. But an herb will live long 
enough to develop flowers and seeds. 

Number of Herbs Available - A true herb 
connoisseur can select from a wide variety of 
common and not-so-common herbs. For example, 
the E & A Evetts Ashfields Herb Nursery of 
Shropshire, England, lists 57 herbs, 16 mints, 17 
onion-type herbs, 20 sages, and 17 thymes in a 
recent catalog. 

The Brooklyn Botanic Garden Handbook on Herbs 
lists 73 different types of herbs. 

Some herbs fit into one or more classifications 
according to use -- culinary, aromatic, ornamental, 
and medicinal. 

Culinary Herbs - Culinary herbs are probably the 
most useful to herb gardeners, having a wide 
range of uses in cooking. These herbs, because of 
their strong flavors, are generally used in small 
quantities to add flavor. Parsley, produced in the 
largest amount, is used mostly as a garnish. Next 
in popularity is sage -- an important flavoring in 
pork sausage. Other popular culinary herbs include 
chives, thyme, savory, marjoram, mint, and basil. 

Aromatic Herbs - Aromatic herbs have some 
novel uses and are not as popular to grow. Most 
have pleasant smelling flowers or foliage. Oils from 
aromatic herbs can be used to produce perfumes, 
toilet water, and various scents. For home use, the 
plant parts are used intact, often to scent linens or 
clothing. When dried, many aromatic herbs will 
retain their aroma for a considerable period. Some 
common aromatic herbs include mint, marjoram, 
lovage, rosemary, and basil. 

Ornamental Herbs - Ornamental herbs have 
brightly colored flowers and foliage. Many have 
whitish or light-colored flowers. Valerian has 
crimson blossoms while borage and chicory are 

blue-flowered. Such herbs as variegated thyme, 
mint, lavender, and chives produce variegated 
foliage. 

Medicinal Herbs - Medicinal herbs have long 
been thought to have curative powers. But while 
present medical knowledge recognizes some 
herbs as having healing properties, others are 
highly overrated. Medicinal herbs should be used 
carefully. Some herbs are harmless while others 
can be dangerous if consumed. 

Herb Types - Herbs also can be classified as 
annuals, biennials, and perennials. Annuals bloom 
one season and then die. Biennials live for two 
seasons, blooming the second season only. Once 
established, perennials overwinter and bloom each 
season. 

Herbs for Beginning Gardeners - Beginning herb 
gardeners may have a problem deciding which 
herbs to plant because of the large number of 
herbs from which to select.  

A quick check of your supermarket shelf will give 
you some idea of the types of herbs used in 
cooking and also will serve as a planting guide. 
Many cookbooks also offer information on uses of 
various herbs as flavorings. 

Following is a good variety of flavors and uses of 
recommended herbs for beginners: 

Strong herbs -- winter savory, rosemary, sage 

Herbs strong enough for accent -- sweet basil, dill, 
mint, sweet marjoram, tarragon, thyme 

Herbs for blending -- chives, parsley, summer 
savory 

As your interest and needs increase, you can add 
to the variety of herbs in your garden. Keep in 
mind that herbs can be annuals, biennials, or 
perennials when selecting herbs to grow for the 
first time. 

Annuals (bloom one season and die) -- anise, 
basil, chervil, coriander, dill, summer savory 

         Continued on page 13 
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Biennials (live two seasons, blooming second 
season only) -- caraway, parsley 

Perennials (overwinter; bloom each season once 
established) -- chives, fennel, lovage, marjoram, 
mint, tarragon, thyme, winter savory. 

Outdoor Herb Culture Tips - Most commonly 
used herbs will grow in the Northeast. If you 
have room, you can make herbs part of your 
vegetable garden. However, you may prefer to 
grow herbs in a separate area, particularly the 
perennials. 

Herb Garden Size - First, decide on the size of 
your herb garden; this will depend on the amount 
of variety you want. Generally, a kitchen garden 
can be an area 20 by 4 feet. Individual 12- by 
18-inch plots within the area should be adequate 
for separate herbs. You might like to grow some 
of the more colorful and frequently used herbs, 
such as parsley and purple basil, as border 
plants. Keep annual and perennial herbs 
separate. A diagram of the area and labels for 
the plants also will help. 

Site and Soil Conditions - When selecting the 
site for your herb garden, consider drainage and 
soil fertility. Drainage is probably the most 
important single factor in successful herb 
growing. None of the herbs will grow in wet soils. 
If the garden area is poorly drained, you will 
have to modify the soil for any chance of 
success. To improve drainage at the garden site, 
remove the soil to a depth of 15 to 18 inches. 
Place a 3-inch layer of crushed stone or similar 
material on the bottom of the excavated site. 
Before returning the soil to the bed area, mix 
some compost or sphagnum peat and sand with 
it to lighten the texture. Then, refill the beds 
higher than the original level to allow for settling 
of the soil. 

The soil at the site does not have to be 
especially fertile, so little fertilizer should be 
used. Generally, highly fertile soil tends to 
produce excessive amounts of foliage with poor 
flavor. Plants, such as chervil, fennel, lovage, 
and summer savory, require moderate amounts 
of fertilizer. Adding several bushels of peat or 
compost per 100 square feet of garden area will 
help improve soil condition and retain needed 
moisture. 

Sowing Herb Seed - Nearly all herbs can be 
grown from seed. Although rust infects mints, 
very few diseases or insects attack herbs. In hot, 
dry weather, red spider mites may be found on 
low-growing plants. Aphids may attack anise, 
caraway, dill, and fennel. 

A few herbs, such as mints, need to be 
contained or they will overtake a garden. Plant 
them in a no. 10 can or bucket; punch several 
holes just above the bottom rim to allow for 
drainage. A drain tile, clay pot, or cement block 
also can be used. Sink these into the ground; 
this should confine the plants for several years. 

Herbs can also be grown in containers, window 
boxes, or hanging baskets. These methods will 
require more care, especially watering. 

If possible, sow seeds in shallow boxes in late 
winter. Transplant seedlings outdoors in the 
spring. A light, well-drained soil is best for 
starting the seedlings indoors. Be careful not to 
cover the seeds too deeply with soil.   

Generally, the finer the seed, the shallower it 
should be sown. Sow anise, coriander, dill, and 
fennel directly in the garden since they do not 
transplant well. Most biennials should be sown in 
late spring directly into the ground. Work the soil 
surface to a fine texture and wet it slightly. Sow 
the seeds in very shallow rows and firm the soil 
over them. Do not sow the seeds too deeply. 
Fine seeds, such as marjoram, savory, or thyme, 
will spread more evenly if you mix them with 
sand. Some of the larger seeds can be covered 
by as much as one-eighth of an inch of soil. With 
fine seeds, cover the bed with wet burlap or 
paper to keep the soil moist during germination. 
Water with a fine spray to prevent washing away 
of the soil. 

Cutting and Division - Cutting and division also 
are useful in propagating certain herbs. When 
seeds are slow to germinate, cuttings may be 
the answer. Some herbs, however, spread 
rapidly enough to make division a main source of 
propagation. Tarragon, chives, and mint should 
be divided while lavender should be cut. 

 

Continued on page 14 
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Harvesting Herbs - Fresh leaves may be 
picked as soon as the plant has enough foliage 
to maintain growth. To ensure good oil content, 
pick leaves or seeds after dew has disappeared 
but before the sun becomes too hot. For dry, 
winter use, harvest leaves before the flower 
buds open. Pick the seed heads as the color 
changes from green to brown or gray. Wash 
dirty leaves and seed heads in cold water; drain 
thoroughly before drying. 

Winter Protection - Perennial and biennial 
herbs should be winter protected. Many herbs 
are shallow-rooted, which makes them 
susceptible to heaving during spring thaws. 
Mulch with straw, oak leaves, or evergreen 
boughs 4 inches deep to protect the plants. 
Apply the mulch after the ground has frozen in 
early winter. Do not remove the mulch until 
plants show signs of growth in early spring. 
Early removal could result in some early frost 
damage. 

Indoor Herb Gardening - Herbs can also be 
grown indoors for year-round enjoyment. 
Growing herbs indoors is no more difficult than 
growing them in the garden. 

Indoor plants will need essentially the same 
conditions as herbs grown outdoors -- sunlight 
and a well-drained soil mix that is not too rich. 

Select a south or west window. Different herbs 
have different light requirements, but most need 
a sunny location; in winter, "grow lamps" or 
fluorescent lamps are helpful in supplementing 
light. 

When planting, mix two parts sterilized potting 
soil and one part coarse sand or perlite. To 
ensure sweetness of the soil, add a cut of 
ground limestone per bushel of soil -- or 1 
teaspoon of lime per 5-inch pot. There should 
be an inch of gravel at the bottom of each pot to 
ensure good drainage. 

Consider the water needs of each herb. 
Growing plants need more water as do plants in 
clay pots or hanging baskets. Misting and 
grouping the plants on a tray of moistened 
pebbles will help keep them in a humid 

condition. Don't drench herbs -- avoid getting 
herb roots soggy. 

Annual herbs can spend their full life cycle in a 
pot indoors. Perennial herbs, however, will do 
better if you place them outdoors during the 
summer. Plunge the pot in soil up to its rim, or 
keep it in a protected location on the porch or 
patio. 

Herb plants need sun during the summer 
months, so place them accordingly. To prevent 
the loss of foliage and avoid plant damage, 
bring herbs indoors before frost. A light frost is 
helpful on mint, chives, and tarragon; it tends to 
induce a rest period and make the resulting new 
growth firm and fresh. 

You can maintain an indoor herb garden 
indefinitely by periodic light feeding, yearly 
repotting, renewing annuals, seasonal moves 
outdoors for perennials, and occasional pruning. 
Water plants as needed. Use several planters or 
a divided one to allow for different moisture 
needs of plants. 

Drying Herbs - If you have an herb garden, 
you'll find that home-dried herbs can be just as 
tasty as those bought at the store. However, 
proper handling is as important to the success 
of your herb harvest as good cultural practices. 

Preparation - Most herbs are at their peak 
flavor just before flowering, so this is a good 
time to collect them for drying and storage. To 
be certain, check drying directions on specific 
herbs in a reliable reference book. Cut off the 
herbs early in the morning just after the dew has 
dried. Cut annuals off at ground level, and 
perennials about one-third down the main stem, 
including the side branches. 

Wash herbs, with the leaves on the stems, 
lightly in cold running water to remove any soil, 
dust, bugs, or other foreign material. Drain 
thoroughly on absorbent towels or hang plants 
upside down in the sun until the water 
evaporates. 

 Continued on page 15 
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Strip leaves off the stalks once plants have 
drained and dried, leaving only the top 6 inches. 
Remove all blossoms.     

Natural or Air Drying - Herbs must be dried 
thoroughly before storing. Herbs with high 
moisture content, such as mint and basil, need 
rapid drying or they will mold. To retain some 
green leaf coloring, dry in the dark by hanging 
plants upside down in bunches in paper bags. 
Hanging leaves down allows essential oils to 
flow from stems to leaves. Tie whole stems very 
tightly in small bunches. Individual stems will 
shrink and fall. Hang in a dark, warm (70o-80oF 
[21.1o-26.7oC]), well-ventilated, dust-free area. 
Leaves are ready when they feel dry and 
crumbly in about 1 to 2 weeks. 

Drying Seeds - Seeds take longer to dry than 
leaves, sometimes as much as 2 weeks for 
larger seeds. Place seed heads on cloth or 
paper. When partially dry, rub seeds gently 
between palms to remove dirt and hulls. Spread 
clean seed in thin layers on cloth or paper until 
thoroughly dry. 

You also can dry herb seeds by hanging the 
whole plant upside down inside a paper bag. 
The bag will catch the seeds as they dry and fall 
from the pod. 

Over Drying - For quick oven drying, take care 
to prevent loss of flavor, oils, and color. Place 
leaves or seeds on a cookie sheet or shallow 
pan not more than 1 inch deep in an open oven 
at low heat less than 180oF (82.2oC) for about 2 
to 4 hours. 

Microwave ovens can be used to dry leaves 
quickly. Place the clean leaves on a paper plate 
or paper towel. Place the herbs in the oven for 1 
to 3 minutes, mixing every 30 seconds. 

Silica Gel or Salt Drying -Silica gel or 
noniodized table salt can be used to dry or 
"cure" non-hairy leaves. Clean and blot dry 
leaves before placing them in a tray or shallow 
pan of the silica gel or salt. After the leaves have 
dried, approximately 2 to 4 weeks, remove the 
leaves from the drying material, shake off the 
excess material, and store them in glass 

containers. Before using, rinse leaves thoroughly 
in clear, cold water. 

Another method of drying herbs is to remove the 
leaves from the plants, wash them, and spread 
them thinly on screens to dry, avoiding exposure 
to bright light. Cheesecloth makes a good screen 
material and stretches well. 

Freezing Herbs - Herbs also can be frozen. 
Harvest herbs according to recommendations. 
Wash them thoroughly and blanch them in 
boiling, unsalted water for 50 seconds Cool them 
quickly in ice water and then package and freeze 
them. Washed fresh dill, chives, and basil can be 
frozen without blanching. 

Storage - When completely dry, the leaves may 
be screened to a powder or stored whole in 
airtight containers, such as canning jars with 
tightly sealed lids. 

Seeds should be stored whole and ground as 
needed. Leaves retain their oil and flavor if 
stored whole and crushed just before use. 

For a few days, it is very important to examine 
daily the jars in which you have stored dried 
herbs. If you see any moisture in the jars, 
remove the herbs and repeat the drying process. 
Herbs will mold quickly in closed jars if not 
completely dry. 

Once you are sure the herbs are completely dry, 
place them in the airtight containers, and store 
them in a cool, dry place away from light. Never 
use paper or cardboard containers for storage as 
they will absorb the herbs' aromatic oils. 
 
Source:  www.wvu.edu; West Virginia University Extension 
Service 
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