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2024: The Year The Blue Hydrangeas 

Bloomed in The Capital Region 

“ Why DON’T my blue hydrangeas bloom?” is one of the most-asked 

gardening questions in our neck of the woods. This year something 

different happened…and local hydrangeas are covered in blossoms! In 

fact, hydrangeas are blooming hysterically all along the East Coast, with 

such authorities as the New York Times and NBC Evening News covering 

the story. Master Gardener intern Caitlin Horgan-Woolley explains this 

phenomenon. 

Bigleaf hydrangeas ( Hydrangea macrophylla ) are putting on a spectacular show this 

season! Their vibrant blooms, ranging from white, blue, purple to pink, are a welcome 

sight in our gardens. Why are they blooming so abundantly compared to previous 

years? 

One theory points to the milder winter we experienced. Most types of this hydrangea 

set their buds in the fall on old wood. These buds have to make it through the winter 

alive in order to flower the next year. Unfortunately, these buds are susceptible to 

winter damage in our cold part of upstate New York, and we often have summers with 

few blooms. The warmer temperatures this past winter likely did not damage the 

buds, allowing them to flourish come this season. Additionally, the wet spring may 

have contributed to the plant’s rapid growth. 

The Mid-Atlantic states, Long Island, and the coastal regions up to Cape Cod and 

Maine are used to witnessing particularly prolific bigleaf hydrangea blooms with 

exceptionally vivid colors because hard frosts and low winter temperatures are less 

common than in the Capital Region. The vibrant flower color display is due to the pH 

of the soil the plant is growing in. Acidic soils (pH below 6.0) will produce blue 

flowers, slightly acidic soil (pH 6.0 to 6.5) will produce purple. and flowers become 

pink at pH’s higher than about 6.5. How can you influence the color of your 

hydrangeas? While it's not an exact science and other factors can play a role, 

adjusting your soil pH can encourage bloom color to some degree. Adding aluminum 

sulfate to lower the pH will encourage bluer blooms, while adding lime to raise the pH 

will promote pinker flowers. 

Pruning many of the classic bigleaf hydrangea cultivars can be tricky, since they 

bloom on old wood (as described above). Pruning too aggressively in spring can 

remove the flower buds, resulting in fewer blooms. For these varieties, it's best to 

prune right after flowering is finished. Light to moderate pruning is recommended to 

maintain shape and encourage new growth for next season's flowers. Some newer 

types such as the Endless Summer series set buds on both old and new wood (current 

season's growth). You can prune these types in late winter or early spring before new 

growth appears. Clearly, it is very important to know exactly which type of hydrangea 

you have before you take out the secateurs! 

With many beautiful varieties available, there's a perfect hydrangea for every garden, 

and with a some knowledge, your garden can be a hydrangea haven! For more 

information, visit https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants/hydrangea-macrophylla/ 

Text by Master Gardener Caitlin Horgan-Woolley and photos by Master Gardener 

Teresa Murphy 

OMG! A Master Gardener 
Spars With The Multiflora Rose 

Multiflora Rose was brought to the United States from Japan in the 1860’s. It was 

used as the root graft stock for rose varieties in the horticulture trade. Unfortunately, 

it escaped from controlled cultivation as it was being promoted by government 

agricultural agencies. Farmers were encouraged to plant the shrub as an alternative to 

building fences for livestock enclosures. Soil conservation groups promoted it for 

erosion control. Animal conservation agencies encouraged using the plant to provide 

shelter for cottontail rabbits and nesting birds. 

Rapid, dense growth made Rosa multiflora an excellent choice for all these purposes. 

Livestock avoided the sharp prickles and thorns. Rabbits and other small mammals 

found security from predators. The dense growth pattern protected soil from wind 

and water erosion. 

Unfortunately, Rosa multiflora is a prolific seed producer. The seeds have excellent 

rates of germination and survive in the soil up to 20 years. The red fruit is eaten by 

birds, so seeds are easily distributed. 

The plant pictured above may have been planted by birds or by seeds drifting down 

the stream from mounds of multiflora rose north of my property. Its passive 

horticultural appearance is deceptive. The huge, sharp prickles (what some people call 

thorns) can inflict painful wounds on gardeners attempting to remove it from the 

environment. This plant has been cut back, but the root system lives on and will have 

to be repeatedly cut back. The preferred method of eradication is to pull the roots. 

That is a difficult challenge in this stream bank location. Leather rose gloves and long 

handle loppers are necessary tools when attacking this aggressive invasive plant. 

This plant created a pickup load and was taken to the transfer station burn pile. Cut 

stems left on the ground can root and produce viable plants. Mechanical controls 

include pull, dig, mow and cut. Early spring cutting inhibits growth but needs to 

continue on a monthly schedule. Pulling the roots is probably best done with a chain 

and tractor. There are suggestions to use a weed wrench type tool, a grip with a long 

lever, to pull the roots but this only works on small individual stems. 

Photo by James H. Miller, USDA Forest Service, Bugwood.org 

Eradication is difficult. Cut branches left on the ground can root. Pulling roots is very 

difficult since it grows in multiple shoots of six to eight stems by the time you find it 

on your property. There are no biological controls that are slowing Rosa multiflora . It 

is susceptible to Rose Rosette Disease and a small wasp from Japan, but it will take 

many years for these biological controls to slow the spread of Rosa multiflora. 

Chemical control with Roundup can be attempted but even this is difficult. Cut the 

stems back to one inch and paint with the herbicide then return in mid-summer to 

apply another application to stems that have re-sprouted. 

I have begun cutting back this invasive in a five-acre meadow/wetland. It hides in the 

willows and dogwoods. The stems are five to ten feet long and high. Piles of Rosa 

multiflora are accumulating. Haul it away, burn piles, compost it? That’s the next 

challenge. 

Thanks to Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick for sharing his 

Multiflora rose woes, for writing this article and for providing the first two photos. 

Pest Management Notes from a Rensselaer 

County Dahlia Farmer 

To maintain a healthy garden, consistent efforts are needed to protect plants from 

pests. It is possible, even using organic management practices. Growing a variety of 

plant species attracts beneficial insects like ladybugs and lacewings, which naturally 

keep pest populations in check by preying on harmful insects such as aphids, slugs 

and caterpillars. 

Healthy soil is the cornerstone of a resilient garden. Minimally disturbing the soil 

helps develop beneficial organisms which keep plants healthy and resilient. Enriching 

the soil with compost from kitchen scraps, leaves and grass clippings boosts nutrient 

content and supports a robust microbial community. 

Manage pests by rotating crops annually to disrupt larvae life cycles. Companion 

planting with marigold, allium, lavender, nasturtium, peppermint, basil and native 

species will naturally repel pests. These plants also serve as additions to meals and 

accents on kitchen tables throughout the seasons. It's important to plant more than 

one might think they'll need so that if pests damage some, there are plenty remaining. 

Physical barriers such as covers, nets, cloches, wires, cages and electric fences can do a 

good job of protecting against larger nuisances like mice, groundhogs, squirrels, 

rabbits and deer. Using recycled cans or pans tied with twine to stakes creates rattling 

sounds that effectively deter animals. Humane traps can also be strategically placed to 

capture unwanted critters. Eliminate destructive beetles by flicking them into a bucket 

filled with soapy water. To protect blooms or vegetables, one of the most effective and 

eco-friendly ways is to cover them with white organza mesh bags. I use this method to 

protect dahlia blossoms before they are harvested for sale (see photo above). 

Near the garden, encourage natural pest predators through habitat enhancements, 

such as birdhouses and water features. There are many cats in adoption centers and 

they’re excellent hunters, or consider spreading coyote waste material. What’s 

effective for one person may not necessarily work for another: trial and persistence 

are key. 

When issues become severe, pesticides serve as a last resort. Organic products like 

neem oil, insecticidal soaps and diatomaceous earth can also bean effective substitute. 

It's crucial to apply these treatments according to guidelines to minimize adverse 

effects. Any chemical can harm beneficial pollinators like bees and butterflies, or 

disrupt the garden’s natural ecosystem. 

Regular monitoring and maintenance are vital for early pest detection and 

intervention. Noticing chewed leaves or discoloration allows for timely action before 

infestations spread. Practicing good garden sanitation by disinfecting tools, removing 

affected plant parts and clearing debris reduces pest habitats and breeding grounds. 

Early morning watering at the base of plants ensures that foliage dries quickly, 

reducing fungal disease risks, while mulching retains soil moisture, suppresses weeds 

and prevents infestations. Proper plant spacing enhances air circulation, further 

reducing disease and pest issues. 

By integrating diverse practices, gardeners can effectively manage pests by creating a 

thriving ecosystem. While some methods may have more effects than benefits, it's 

important to start small and invest as little money as possible to test the effectiveness 

of a management technique. Taking notes and photographs to document pest issues 

and their outcomes will help in making informed decisions. These holistic approaches 

not only protect plants but also foster a healthy environment, ensuring that the 

garden is a joyful place for gardeners and all creatures that inhabit it. 

Text and photos by Caitlin Woolley-Horgan. Caitlin is a Master Gardener intern 

and grows dahlias for fun and for sale in Schodack, NY. 

Golden Threads of Doom 
I’ve gotten used to receiving reports of strange objects found in the landscape. After 

hearing about pink bubble gum growing out of mulch, dog vomit beneath rosebushes 

and mushrooms shaped like unmentionable male parts, I found the discovery of 

mounds of spaghetti strewn alongside the Albany-Hudson Electric Trail more 

amusing than alarming. To the uninitiated this might appear to be the remains of a 

bad night at the local Italian eatery or a culinary student’s homework escaped from 

the trash, but I was happy to tell the caller he had found one of the strangest plants 

which call the Hudson Valley home, a creature called dodder. 

Dodder (Cuscuta sp.)has so many strange characteristics it’s a wonder Hollywood 

hasn’t drafted it for a sci-fi feature of its very own. Rootless, it relies on scrambling 

atop other plants for support. Lacking chlorophyll, it attaches to a hostplant via 

structures called haustoria which allow it to absorb all the nutrients it needs from its 

victim. Some of the many species of dodder are very host specific (chrysanthemums, 

for example, have their own predator) while others feed on a wide variety of plants. 

And while they are true parasites, reducing the growth, vigor and yield of their hosts, 

they aren’t necessarily out to kill, although that sometimes can happen. Without the 

ability to photosynthesize, most dodders don’t need leaves, although some types have 

small foliar vestiges. An annual weed in this part of the world, dodder makes a great 

deal of seed. Some seeds germinate the next season, while others retain the ability to 

sprout anywhere from two to sixty years later. Just like some of the most annoying 

people I know, dodder seems to have figured out how to do half the work yet come out 

on top. 

I had my first encounter with this oddball as a summer student working in the nursery 

of the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. A collection of mum plants was covered in 

the yellow, stringy stuff and the manager declared they needed to go in the trash, not 

the compost. I volunteered to stay late and pick off all the dodder in an effort to save 

the poor plants. After several hours the plants looked clean, but a few days later, the 

dodder was back. It was then I appreciated that if one tiny haustorium tip remains, 

the evil threads re-grows. Although a few herbicides can make dodder totter, 

disposing of the entire mess is usually the only practical way to attempt 

control. Dodder makes even Chuck Norris nervous. 

Scientists have demonstrated that some plants can “smell” each other’s chemical 

compounds by using dodder. A potted dodder plant next to a potted tomato plant was 

shown to move toward the tomato regardless of light, darkness, or whether the dodder 

could “see” the tomato. Dodder also moved toward wheat, but chose tomato over 

wheat every time. Fake tomato plants, pots containing just soil and other charades 

didn’t fool dodder. It knows how to get what it wants. 

Story and photos by David Chinery 

What to do in AUGUST 

Perennials: Divide and plant daylilies and bearded iris. To divide a plant, cut 

back foliage to about six inches, dig up the plant and separate sections of the root 

system by hand or with a sharp knife. Keep weeding! 

Lawns: During drought periods, provide an inch of water a week. Check for grubs. 

Grubs are beetle larvae, and they feed on grass roots. One sign of grub damage is 

brown areas of turf that pulls back easily. Another sign is torn up areas of grass, 

caused by skunks, raccoons and birds digging in your lawn for grubs. Set your mower 

to mow at a height of two and one half to three inches. Grass blades are leaves, which 

need to photosynthesize, so cutting them too short stresses the plants. The best time 

to fertilize your lawn is Labor Day (or thereabouts). 

Annuals and container plants: Water more often, especially if the 

weather turns hot and dry. In a container with a large plant mass, there may be more 

roots than soil, so the container dries out quickly. Many plants can be pinched back to 

promote thicker growth. Keep fertilizing. Plant for Fall color. Although 

chrysanthemums are perennials, it’s best to think of greenhouse- grown mums as 

annuals. Planting them late in the season doesn’t give them time to establish an 

extensive root system before a frost. 

Bulbs: Order for fall planting. 

Shrubs: Prune summer flowering shrubs. Shrubs such as oakleaf hydrangea, 

viburnum and Rose-of-Sharon can be pruned as their flowers fade, if needed. 

Roses and evergreens: Don’t fertilize now. 

Vegetables: Second crops of peas, spinach, beets, radishes, and lettuce can be 

planted. Enjoy everything that is ready and share your bounty with family, friends and 

neighbors! 

Pests: Recycle garden debris and leaves by composting material that is NOT 

diseased. Plan your deer strategies now to avoid heavy winter feeding. Check 

houseplants that have summered outside: repot if necessary and look for unwanted 

“houseguests”. 

Compiled by the Rensselaer County Master 

Gardener Intern Stephanie Stewart 

GREENSHOTS: Notable Gardening Pictures 

These strange, fuzzy caterpillars were eating Barbara’s common milkweed 

plants, which she had cultivated for the monarch butterflies. Should they 

be evicted? It turns out they are the forerunners of the milkweed tussock 

moth, another worthy native insect. Thanks for sharing your photos, 

Barbara! 

The Final Dig 

“Compared to gardeners, I think it is generally agreed 
that others understand very little about anything of 

consequence.” 

Henry Mitchell (1924-1993, Washington Post garden columnist) 
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