
Well, almost! April can be a frustrating 
month for gardeners as it teases us with 
gorgeous, mild days followed by rainy 
cold snaps. Enjoy those gorgeous days 
when they come but resist the temptation 
to start your garden too early. Don’t for-
get last April when it got into the 80’s 
only to be followed by a killing frost on 
Mother’s Day. 

It’s fun to push the season, just be careful 
to not ‘gamble’ more than you’re willing 
to lose. Some years you may get away 
with planting your cool season crops like 

lettuce or spinach extra early, other years 
you may get burned.  

This is especially true for early pur-
chases. If you can’t resist buying trans-
plants extra early, just be sure to give 
them plenty of protection and help them 
get used to conditions outdoors before 
you set them into your garden. 

When in doubt, give Jolene a call or 
email at our office! 

 - Amy Ivy 
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Various companies have come up  with 
programs of easy steps for you to follow.  
It’s tempting to buy into the whole pro-
gram which includes fertilizers, weed 
killers and insecticides whether or not 
you actually need to use all those prod-
ucts.  Unfortunately, it’s often cheaper to 
buy the whole set of products rather than 
to buy individually the few you may ac-
tually need. These products are on sale 
and widely advertised right now.  
 
The insecticides in these ‘step’ programs 
target lawn pests we don’t have a prob-
lem with and miss the ones, grubs, that 
many people are bothered with locally.  
And, if grubs or other insects aren’t both-
ering your lawn, why treat for them?   
 
When it comes to weed killers, why use 
them if you don’t have a weed problem?  
And if you do have a weed problem, stop 
and determine what type of weed you 
have and then decide what course of ac-
tion is the best one for you to take.  Dif-
ferent weeds such as crabgrass and dan-
delions are managed quite differently 

from each other and there may be some 
things you can do without pesticides that 
will reduce the pressure from the weeds.  
 
Most lawns benefit from nitrogen fertil-
izer.  When applied at the proper rates 
and times nitrogen fertilizer can be an 
environmentally friendly way to manage 
your lawn and prevent many problems.  
The fertilizers in the ‘step’ programs usu-
ally have another product mixed with 
them, such as a weed killer or insecti-
cide.  Why put that extra poison down if 
it’s not even necessary?  
 
Early spring is NOT a good time to fertil-
ize your lawn. The single best time is in 
September. But if you want to fertilize 
twice a year, the second time to do so is 
in late May, not early May. Fertilizing 
your lawn too early produces excess top 
growth that you just have to mow off at 
the expense of root growth. By late May 
that first flush of growth is over and the 
fertilizer will be of greater use to the 
plant.  

Lawn Care Products and Timing 

Spring is Here! 



If you were a root, what would you 
like from the soil?  Food, room to 
grow easily, water when you need it, 
and a home where disease risk is low.  
Tall, order, but it can be accom-
plished with the incorporation of or-
ganic materials into garden soils. 
 
The significance of soil organic mat-
ter is not new.  In the 17th century, 
John Evelyn writing in England de-
scribed the importance of topsoil.  He 
explained that the productivity of 
soils tended to be lost with time, not-
ing that soil fertility could be main-
tained by adding organic residues.  
Charles Darwin extensively studied 
and wrote about the earthworm in 
relation to its ability to cycle nutri-
ents and add to the general fertility of 
the soil. 
 
However, at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury when there was again an appre-
ciation of the importance of soil 
health relative to  crop productivity, 
the availability of inexpensive fertil-
izers and larger farm equipment led 
to the development of a new logic 
that most soil-related problems could 
be dealt with by increasing external 
inputs:  if the soil is deficient in some 
nutrient, you buy a fertilizer and 
spread it on the soil; if a soil doesn’t 
store enough rainwater, you irrigate; 
if a soil becomes too compacted,  you 
use an implement to tear it open; and, 
if plant disease or insect infestations 
occur, you apply a pesticide. 
 
Are low nutrient status, poor water-
holding capacity, soil compaction, 
and disease or insect damage really 
individual and unrelated problems?  
If you are hitting your head against a 
wall and develop a headache, is the 
problem the headache and is aspirin 
the best remedy?  Clearly, the real 
problem is your behavior – stop 

banging your head against the wall!  
In other words, treat the underlying 
cause of the problem. 
 
Other than the critical role soils play 
in growing crops, they govern 
whether rainwater runs off or enters 
the soil to help recharge the under-
ground aquifers.  Soils also absorb, 
release, and transform many different 
chemical compounds.   For example, 
soil helps purify wastes flowing from 
backyard septic system fields.   Soils 
also provide habitats for diverse 
groups of organisms.  Additionally, 
soil organic material stores a huge 
amount of atmospheric carbon!  
Thus, by increasing soil organic mat-
ter, more carbon can be stored in 
soils reducing the amount of carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere.  

To fully appreciate what organic ma-
terial does for soil, we need to know 
what soil is.  Soil consists of four 
parts: mineral solids (sand, silt, and 
clay), water (also called the soil solu-
tion that contains dissolved nutrients 
and is the main source of water for 
plants), and air (the air in soil is in 
contact with the air above the ground 
and provides roots with oxygen).   
How do we build a healthy, high-
quality soil? Here are some general 
approaches: 
• Implement a number of practices 

that add organic materials to the 
soil 

• Add diverse sources of organic 

materials to the soil 
• Minimize losses of native soil 

organic matter 
• Provide plenty of soil cover – 

cover crops and/or mulches – to 
protect the soil from raindrops 
and temperature extremes 

• Minimize excessive soil distur-
bances such as tilling and com-
paction 

 
Soil Organic Materials: 
 Typical garden soils contain between 
1% to 6% organic matter.  This mat-
ter consists of three different parts: 
the living, the dead, and the very 
dead.   

 
The living part, about 15%, includes 
many microorganisms (bacteria, vi-
ruses, fungi, protozoa, and algae), 
plant roots, insects, and earthworms.  
The soil ‘’critters” feed on plant resi-
dues and added manures, and in the 
process mix organic matter into the 
mineral soil and recycle plant nutri-
ents.  Sticky substances on the skin 
of earthworms and other substances 
produced by fungi help bind the par-
ticles together which stabilizes the 
soil into soil aggregates - clumps of 
particles that make up good soil 
structure.  This is called “tilth”.  A 
soil with good tilth is a porous soil 
that doesn’t restrict root develop-
ment and exploration.  When a soil 
has poor tilth, its structure deterio-
rates and soil aggregates break 
down, causing increased compaction 
and decreased aeration and water 
storage. 

 
The dead part consists of recently 
deceased microorganisms, insects, 
earthworms, old plant roots, crop 
residues, and recently added ma-
nures.  This “active” part of soil or-
ganic matter is the main supply of 
food for the living soil organisms.  
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Think Like a Root 
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Our lawns and yards are greening up 
before our eyes this month.  The 
plants are using food stored in their 
roots over winter to push out all that 
new growth.  Soon, their expanding 
leaves will begin the process of pho-
tosynthesis where plants convert 
sunlight, carbon dioxide and water 
into carbohydrates to use as energy.   
 
Trees and shrubs do fine without any 
additional fertilizer from us.  But 
when we want to push production, 
such as in producing lots of flowers, 
big vegetables or a lush lawn, some 
fertilizer can be helpful. 
 
When used at the proper rates at the 
appropriate times, fertilizer is a use-
ful tool.  But when used in excess, 
too much at a time or at the wrong 
time, fertilizer can run off into 
ground water or surface water and 
have a negative impact on our fresh 

water resources. 
 
Before you even begin thinking 
about adding fertilizer, take a good 
look at your soil and site conditions.  
Nothing is more important to the 
success of your plants than good 
quality soil.  Adding fertilizer does 
not make up for lousy soil!   
 
When choosing fertilizer start by 
considering the needs of the plant 
you’re feeding.  Flower and vegeta-
ble gardens need strong plants that 
produce lots of flowers (which may 
then turn into vegetables such as to-
matoes or squash) which uses phos-
phorus.  Lawns produce lots of green 
leaves, as do the leafy vegetables 
and corn, which benefit from nitro-
gen. A good approach for home gar-
deners is to focus on the quality of 
their soil and then use additional fer-
tilizers if necessary. 

Another consideration is if you want 
to fertilize a well-mulched garden, 
it’s hard to get granular fertilizers to 
penetrate through mulches. You 
need to either pull back the mulch, 
sprinkle on the granules, and push 
back the mulch or use a liquid form. 
 
There are many kinds of fertilizers 
on the market. If you’re interested in 
organic products you can choose 
from either single nutrient sources 
such as bone meal for phosphorus or 
alfalfa meal for nitrogen, or a 
blended product containing a bal-
ance of nutrients. Beginning garden-
ers may have better luck with 
blended products so all their plants’ 
needs are met. 
 
This is a complex topic, call our  
office for more information! 
 
By Amy Ivy 

Fertilizer Basics 

As organic materials are decomposed by the “living”, 
they release many of the nutrients needed by plants. 
 
The very dead part is humus. Humus is very stable and 
complex, and very old.  It is not a food for organisms, 
but its very small size and chemical properties make it 
an important part of the soil.  Humus holds on to some 
essential nutrients such as calcium, potassium, and mag-
nesium, storing them for slow release to plants.    This 
causes roots to grow longer and have more branches, 
resulting in larger and healthier plants.  Good amounts 
of soil humus can lessen drainage and compaction prob-
lems occurring in clay soils and improve water retention 
in sandy soils. 

 
Organic material tends to darken soils.   Under well-
drained conditions, a darker soil surface allows a soil to 
warm up a little faster in the spring.  Like good choco-
late cake, it is dark and crumbly.  It has an “earthy” 
aroma.  And, if you treat it well by adding organic mate-
rials such as aged compost materials from your kitchen 

and yard and  well-seasoned animal manures such as 
from horses, cows, goats, and chickens, your soil will 
return the favor by growing great crops that will feed 
you! 
 
If you enjoyed this article, you’ll really enjoy the book I 
used as a resource: Building soils for Better Crops, Sus-
tainable Soil Management, Fred Magdoff and Harold 
Van Es, Handbook Series Book 10, SARE (Sustainable 
Agriculture Research and Education) Program, 2009.  
By Emily Selleck 

Think like a root … continued from page 2 
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I’ve been reading up on hydrangeas 
and there’s more to pruning them 
than you might think. In the past I 
have over-simplified my advice so 
please read this information care-
fully!  
 
There are three main types of hy-
drangeas that are hardy here. The 
first two are the hardiest and pro-
duce flowers on the current season’s 
growth, so pruning them now, be-
fore they leaf out, will not reduce 
the flower show.  
 
The first is the tall, vase-shaped 
PeeGee hydrangea (Hydrangea 
paniculata ‘Grandiflora’) with huge 
white flower clusters over a foot 
long that fade to a dusty pink in fall. 
It grows 10 to 20 feet tall. The 
newer, popular varieties ‘Tardiva’ 
and ‘Limelight’ are in this group. 
Because they are almost tree-like in 
shape they don’t need a lot of prun-
ing except to thin out excessive 
growth. They flower in July-August 
on new growth so spring pruning 
will not reduce flower production. 
 
The other group that can be pruned 
in spring is the smooth hydrangea 
(Hydrangea arborescens) where the 
popular variety ‘Annabelle’ is from. 

This variety is a big improvement 
over the  older variety, ‘Hills of 
Snow’. Annabelle is widely planted 
in our region, especially as an infor-
mal hedge or foundation planting. 
It’s more rounded in shape, growing 
3-5 feet tall and wide with round, 
white flower clusters up to a foot 
across. This type actually does well 
when the whole plant is cut down to 
six inches high in early spring be-
fore the leaves emerge. This hard 
pruning keeps the plant more uni-
form in size and shape and does not 

reduce the flower show at all. 
 
The last group grabs the attention 
because it produces blue flowers 
instead of the usual white. ‘Nikko 
Blue’ is one of the better known 
members of this bigleaf hydrangea 
group (Hydrangea macrophylla).  

 
There is an important, key differ-
ence to this last group. It blooms on 
last year’s growth so if you prune it 
in spring, you will reduce the flower 
show. Also, this group isn’t quite as 
winter hardy as the first two white-
flowered types. If the above ground 
stems suffer winter injury, the 
flower buds can also be injured and 
the flower show will be reduced. 
Prune this group after it has 
bloomed. 
 
A common question I get is why 
someone’s hydrangea seems to be 
growing okay but not blooming. 
The first question I need to ask back 
is what color the flowers are. If it’s 
a blue-flowering type, the lack of 
flowering can often be chalked up to 
winter injury to the flower buds. 
Either that or it was pruned in 
spring instead waiting until after it 
bloomed.  
 
We rarely get complaints of the first 
two, white-flowering types of hy-
drangea not blooming. They are 
very winter hardy, have few pests, 
tolerate some shade, and flower 
longer and later into the season than 
most shrubs, from mid to late sum-
mer. 

Pruning Hydrangeas 

I like to prune some of my spring blooming shrubs in 
April, before they leaf out. Yes, by pruning them now 
I’ll be removing some of this year’s 
flower show.  But I find I can see so 
much better what I’m trying to do with-
out all those leaves in the way.  Also, it’s 
easier for me to remove bare branches 
than those lush, leafy branches in June.  
If you really don’t want to lose any flow-
ers it’s fine to prune your plants in June. 

Also, by pruning now you will be invigorating your plant 
to grow.  Pruning in June is good for when you want to 
hold your plant at a certain size and not induce a lot of 
new growth. Hedges that are as high as you’d like are the 
best candidates for June pruning. But flowering plants 
need to be rejuvenated every few years in order to keep 
producing a great flower show, so pruning in April is 
ideal. 
 
- Amy Ivy 

Timing for Spring Pruning 



On the morning of March 17  I was walking 
around the outside of my home thinking that 
snow and weeds have a lot in common.  I was 
seeing areas of lawn for the first 
time in a couple of months and 
thinking how nice it was going to be 
to bend over and pull a weed.  Kind 
of like the first snowfall of winter.  
It’s a joyful occasion at the begin-
ning of the season and only after a 
period of time when you feel your 
life is being consumed by snow/
weeds do you think “ENOUGH AL-
READY”.  While I was having 
these profound thoughts on the arrival of spring, I 
stepped on a patch of ice on the blacktop drive-
way and just about fell on my backside.  How’s 
that for a reality check?    
 
You can’t deny that spring is in the air and not a 
bit too soon for most of us.  In the past few weeks 
I have heard and seen the woodpeckers, robins, 
seagulls (yuck) and geese.  First the snow geese 
arrived and now the Canada geese.  A weasel has 
been scouting the banks of the lake looking for 
tasty morsels, and I saw a fox and a skunk in one 
of the fields.  Everything is waking up, the day-
light hours are getting longer, and we gardeners 
are getting anxious.  I offer a few suggestions to 
get you started before the ground allows you to 
really get going. 
 
• If you didn’t clean and sharpen your garden-
ing tools last fall, do it now. 
• If you didn’t make a drawing or map of your 
plantings, make one as things start to break 
ground.  If you did make one last year, make note 
of what comes back and what doesn’t.  Add to 
your drawing as you add to your garden this sea-
son. 
• Get a start on attracting birds to your garden 
as soon as it’s practical.  Birds eat a great quantity 
of insects, especially when they are rearing their 
young. 
• If you have winter damage on trees you can 
prune it out now. 
 
I would like to make one suggestion that I hope 
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you take to heart.  Start slow!  I used to see a chiro-
practor who did not garden and he told me that he 
always could tell when the ground was warming up 

because his phone would start ringing 
off the hook on Monday morning with 
patients who had done too much over 
the weekend.  He smiled as he told me 
he hired a temp to help answer the 
phones every spring.  I will add that this 
chiropractor had a door going into his 
office that was so heavy, you were sure 
to be hurting by the time you got inside!   
 
The message here is, take it easy.  You 

don’t accomplish enough in a weekend to warrant 
being laid up for a week.  Warm up before beginning.  
We have some good fact sheets in the office with sug-
gestions for stretches to do before you grab your 
shovel.  Give us a call or send us an email and we 
would be happy to provide you with one. 
 
Did You Know? 
• That what geese are called depends on their num-
ber and whether they are on the ground or in the air?   
• The word geese is used for more than one goose; 
however, if there are 7 or more geese the term gaggle 
is used, but only if they are on the ground. 
• A flock of geese is 10 or more. 
If you see geese in flight, you are seeing a skein of 
geese; however, if they are flying in a V formation, 
you are watching a wedge of geese. 
 
I hope someone told the geese about this!  I thought a 
skein referred to yarn, and a wedge was a portion of 
cheese or pie! 
 
By Jolene Wallace 

Reality Check 
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Ingredients: 
vegetable cooking spray 
1 bunch kale (3 cups chopped) 
1 large onion (1 cup chopped) 
1 teaspoon vegetable oil 
¼ cup water 
5 eggs 
½ cup skim milk 
2 ounces low-fat cheddar cheese (1/2 cup grated) 
½ teaspoon salt 
¼ teaspoon pepper 

 

Fresh Cooking Tips 
Try other fresh greens, such as spinach or collards, in this recipe. 
Chop kale quickly by stacking and rolling the leaves. 
Choose low-fat cheese to reduce the amount of fat in this recipe. 
 

How A Child Can Help 
Wash kale 
Tear leaves in pieces instead of chopping 
Set the table 

 

Directions: 
Preheat oven to 375. Coat 9-inch round baking pan with vegetable 

cooking spray. 
Wash and chop kale. Chop onion. 
Heat oil in large frying pan on medium-high. Add onion. Sauté 3 to 5 

miutes, until soft and brown. 
Stir in kale and water. Cover and cook 5 minutes. Remove pan from 

heat and allow mixture to cool. 
In large bowl, combine eggs, milk, cheese, salt, and pepper. Blend in 

kale mixture. 
Pour mixture into baking pan.  Bake 20 minutes. 
Remove from oven and let set for 2 to 3 minutes. Slice into wedges. 

 
Yields about 6 servings 
Source: GET FRESH! Division of Nutritional Sciences, Cornell University 
Cooperative Extension, 2001. 
 

Submitted by Jenna Jones-Heonis, Nutrition Program Manager 
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Baked Kale Frittata 

Nutrition Facts 
Serving Size 1 wedge (4.9 ounces) 
Servings Per Recipe 6 
Amount Per Serving 
Calo-
ries  110 Calories from 

Fat  50 
                                    % Daily Value * 
Total Fat   5g   8% 
     Saturated Fat  1.5g   8% 
     Trans Fat 0g     
Cholesterol   155mg   52% 
Sodium  330mg   14% 
Total Carbohydrate  7g 2% 
     Dietary Fiber 1g   4% 
     Sugars 2g     
Protein  9g     
Vitamin 
A   110% Vitamin 

C 70% 
Calcium 15% Iron 8% 
* Percent Daily Values are based on a 2,000   calorie diet.  Your 
daily values may be higher or lower depending on your calorie 
needs. 

  Calories: 2000 2,500 

Total Fat          Less than 65g 80g 

Saturated Fat Less than 20g 25g 
Choles-
terol          Less than 300mg 300mg 
Sodium           Less than         

2,400m
g    2,400mg 

 Total Carbohydrate 300g 375g 

   Dietary Fiber   25g 30g 
        
45.9% calories from fat 
  
  



 
Environmental Fair  Sunday, April 10 
Champlain Center Mall  11:00-1:00 

Stop by our booth for some hands-on fun! 
 

********* 
Square Foot Gardening Project  

Thanks to funding from the Chapel Hill Foundation we 
are able to support ten Square Foot Garden projects this 
year. Any educational or non-profit organization may 
apply. Participants will receive all the materials, includ-
ing plants, for construction of a 4x4 foot garden. They 
will also receive technical assistance for their project 
from a volunteer with our Master Gardener Program to 
advise them in planning, planting and caring for their 
garden. The actual 
care of the garden 
must be done by the 
participants. 

We are inspired by 
Mel Bartholmew’s 
book The All New 
Square Foot Garden 
which features a sim-
ple 4x4 foot wooden frame to contain a garden. By rais-
ing the garden up within this frame you can overcome 
problems from poor soil conditions below. 

Applications are due by April 15. For more information 
and an application, contact Jolene Wallace at our office, 
jmw442@cornell.edu or 561-7450. 
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Events and Happenings 

Located At: 
35 Ryan Road 
Saranac, NY 12981 

Mailing Address: 
P.O. Box 339 

Dannemora, NY 12929 

 Ken Campbell owner              (518) 293-7972 
 

 

 Campbell’s Greenhouse 
Buy Direct From The Grower 

 
 

Backyard Chickens  - Saturday, April 9             
 
If you have been thinking about adding some more liv-
ing color to your yard and garden, Spring is the ideal 
time to think about chickens. With the growing interest 
in eating local foods, what is more local than harvesting 
eggs from your own chickens. For a small family, 3 to 4 
chickens can furnish plenty of eggs. Housing can be kept 
relatively simple, feeding and watering equipment  are 
widely available and chickens can be purchased as 
chicks or even as adult hens ready to lay.   
 
If you are interested in raising chickens for pleasure or 
profit, eggs or meat, Cooperative Extension will be hold-
ing a 2 part workshop on Saturday, April 9th from 10-
noon and 1-3 pm at the Extension office.  In the morning 
session, we will cover the basics of raising meat birds: 
Bird selection-standard broilers, free rangers, and heri-
tage breeds,  various housing options and nutrition as 
well as processing tools and overview of the process.   
The afternoon session will focus on egg laying  breeds, 
chicken husbandry, housing, nutrition, and related top-
ics.  Cost is $5.00 per person. To register contact Peter 
Hagar, Ag Educator at 561-7450 or phh7@cornell.edu  

 

During many of my recent energy saving 
workshops, I am often asked,  “What do I do 
with a CFL (compact fluorescent light) when 
it eventually burns out?”   Because CFL’s 
have a small amount of mercury contained 
inside; usually less than 5mg or the amount 
that would fit on the tip of a ball point pen, it 
is recommended that CFL’s be recycled so 
that the mercury can be reused.  Several local businesses 
do take CFL’s back for recycling and more and more are 
likely to join in.  To find your local recycling location, 
visit www.getenergysmart.org /resources and look for 
CFL recyclers. 

For more info contact Peter Hagar at our office. 
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