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I have always loved flower shows.  Finding the smell of spring on a cold 
March day has always given me a thrill.  I love the Capital District Garden 
Show, but have been dreaming about going to the grande dame of flower 
shows, the Philadelphia Flower Show. 

The Philadelphia Flower Show is the nation’s largest and longest-running 
horticultural event.  It was started in 1829 by the Pennsylvania Horticul-
tural Society and continues to expand every year.  The show introduces 
the newest plant varieties, garden and design concepts, and organic and 
sustainable gardening practices.  Best of all, it takes place in March, when 
we are crav-
ing color and 
beauty from 
our gardens. 

 

The 2016 Philadelphia 
Flower Show celebrated 
the centennial of the Na-
tional Park service and our 
country’s majestic national 
landscapes, rich history 
and vibrant culture.  The 
theme “Explore America” 
took us through acres of 
displays inspired by my 
favorite parks like Acadia, 
Cape Cod, Yellowstone, 
and Yosemite, and created by the nation’s premier floral and garden designers.  The 
Philadelphia Flower Show was chosen by the National Park Service as a centennial 
event marking this milestone, and even had National Park rangers on hand to authenti-

cate the scene. 

 

Guests chose their own trail through beautiful displays and learned 
about the natural, historical, and cultural beauty of the parks.  Using 
organic materials and flowers, it told the diverse stories that forged 
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the United States.  I started my adventure at “Big Timber Lodge”, an interpreta-
tion of classic park architecture of wood and stone, enhanced by sculpted ani-
mals, floral totems, and a dazzling waterfall.  A 10-foot tall sculpture of a bison 
constructed of red oak and raw wool marked the beginning of the Yellowstone 
exhibit.  Another fascinating part of the Yellowstone exhibit titled “Yellowstone-
After the Fire”, featured Yellowstone’s resurgence of trees, understory natives, 
and dormant seeds bursting into natural renewing cycles.  The Redwoods of Yo-

semite were portrayed by tall vertical displays of orchids, 
gladiolus, and hellebores, and Vernal Falls was a large 
cascading “fall” of dendrobium orchids and gypsophila. 

 

“Base camp” in the Grand Hall featured an indoor play-
ground, rock climbing walls, shopping, dining and a beer 
garden.  A flower show of this size has “take aways” for 
every gardener.  Whether your interests are finding tips 
and ideas to enhance your home garden, or professional 
inspiration after a long winter, you will most likely find it 
here.  Crowds on the weekend were a bit overwhelming, 
so I would highly recommend visiting during the week.  And most importantly, don’t for-
get to leave some time to head across the street for a famous Philadelphia cheese steak! 
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Text by and photos by Master Gardener Joan Thompson  

Yikes! What’s Buggin’ My Firewood? 
Meet the painted hickory borer, technically a Ceram-

bycid beetle.  This kin of the Asian longhorned bee-

tle was found in a local firewood supply, causing all 

sorts of damage.  Luckily they aren't terribly fond of 

healthy trees or houses, preferring to feed on 

downed or unhealthy trees as well as wood stacked 

for burning.  They’ll also eat more than hickory, and 

will tunnel through ash, oak, osage orange, and 

black walnut.  While it is a beautiful insect, you 

might not want to actually find one.  For more infor-

mation on this critter, see:   

https://extension.entm.purdue.edu/publications/HN

-48.pdf 

For more information on firewood insects and how 

to avoid them, see:  

https://outreach.cnr.ncsu.edu/woodworkshops/doc

uments/FirewoodInsects.pdf 
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Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 
Astute “Root Concerns” readers will remember last month’s 
issue, where your editor commented on the crazy weather.  
To quote myself, “Unusually warm temperatures in March 
pushed plant development forward, but unusually cold tem-
peratures in early April (10 F and lower at night) have result-
ed in snow and possible damage to many flower buds, in-
cluding those on apples and grapes.  We don’t know the full 
extent of the damage yet, and we’re likely to see plant injury 
later this spring.”  Since that time, we are seeing foliar dis-
coloration (what we call necrosis) on many evergreens, in-
cluding arborvitae, yew, falsecypress, white pine and white spruce, 
among others.  This is happening over a widespread area and 
we've received many calls, emails and samples.  That being said, 
the damage is also scattered - not all plants are impacted, but 
those which are tend to be in poor condition.  Some Christmas tree 
farms are showing 90% of the trees damaged.  I visited a house 
where 110 arborvitae were sad and brown.   
 
What happened?  My theory is that the very warm temperatures 
in March started to "wake up" these evergreens.  Then the very 
cold temperatures in early April (three nights in the single digits) 
caused damage on a cellular level, resulting in the brown foliage 
showing up a few weeks later.  This same weather pattern has se-
verely damaged the local apple, peach and blueberry crop for this 
summer by killing the flower buds. 
 

At this point it will ultimately be 
up to the plants to show us if/
how they are going to recover.  
We are advising people to wait a 
few weeks and see how the 
plants respond; hopefully 
most will produce new 
buds and growth.  The only 
things we can do are to wa-
ter well (once per week) if 
we go into a drought peri-
od, have patience, and wait 
and see.   



Page 4  Root  Concerns  Volume 11,  Number  4  

 Like many residents of Rensselaer County, I have plenty of rocks in my yard.  Don't get me wrong, I actu-
ally love rocks,  especially nice flat ones that you can use to build stone walls and big ones  that you can use as in-
stant sculpture or extra seating in your landscape.   Sadly, I have neither.  When the glaciers retreated from Rensse-
laer County, they left me not a single river rock or glacial erratic,  just lots of round and oval “potato rocks” which 
multiply like real potatoes in my garden beds so that I find more and more every time I dig.  In addition, I  was 
blessed with an unruly ridge of shale across the entire front edge of my property and after several years of trying 
unsuccessfully to grow grass along this ridge, I finally discovered the “right plant” for this “right space.” 
 Prunus pumila var. depressa 'Catskill' is a North American native  that grows wild along stream banks and 
shorelines from Ontario, Canada to the southern border of New York and Pennsylvania. A deciduous shrub in the 
rose family,  'Catskill' is an easy to grow eastern sand cherry that is drought resistant, deer resistant, and able to tol-
erate brief periods of flooding.  I had never heard of it until ten years ago when I stumbled across a single contain-
er sitting neglected by the frenzied shoppers at the Berkshire Botanical Garden's annual spring plant sale.  When I 
read on the tag that this eastern sand cherry grew wild along the cliffs of the Catskill Mountains, I decided to take 
it home and see how it would grow in my rocky yard.  I soon realized that it was not just shale, but some other 
much harder outcropping of rock that stretched across my yard.  It took me more than two weeks of chipping 
away with a pick ax to dig a hole 15” wide and 12” deep.  Normally when I am planting a tree or shrub, I dig a 
hole three times as wide as the size of the pot,  but not this time. I placed the plant in the hole with a barely inch 
or two of soil around the edges. In no time at all, the prostrate branches  began to grow in waves radiating out in 
all directions.  According to the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, the 'Catskill' grows 12-18” high 
and has a growth rate of five inches per year, with an eventual spread of eight to ten feet.   By the following May, 
my new shrub was nearly three feet in diameter,  forming a perfect circle of undulating red tipped stems complete-
ly covered with masses of tiny, fragrant, white flowers and hundreds of  bees.   
 The history of this plant is quite interesting.  It was found growing along the Delaware River in Sullivan 
County.  Seeds from sixteen plants were collected and used by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service 
to establish an orchard at the Big Flats Plant Material Center in Corning, NY.  An extremely adaptable plant, 
‘Catskill’ is found in USDA Hardiness Zones 3b to 6b.  It can grow in clay, gravel, or sandy soil, in wet or dry con-
ditions, and it thrives both along riverbanks and on the sides of cliffs.  Although it is considered to be non-
invasive, it can root wherever its curving branches touch the ground, creating a massive primary root system which 
is extremely useful in erosion control as well as shoreline and stream bank stabilization.    
In the decade since it was planted, my 'Catskill' has literally taken over my heart and a sizable section of my front 
yard.  Its dense and elaborately winding branches now form a 15' circle.  It is a beautiful four-season plant, with 
glorious flowers and a heavenly scent in spring, lovely narrow green leaves in summer (with a complimentary 

‘Betty Corning’ clematis winding in 
and out of its  prostrate branches), 
red tip stems and tawny leaves in fall, 
and a stunning, graceful winter sil-
houette. 
 I have only two complaints.  
One is that the animals eat the 
½”dark purple fruit that appear in 
late summer so fast that I hardly 
know when the berries have come 
and gone.  The other complaint is 
that I can't decide how big to let my 
'Catskill' grow, another ten feet and 
it will be at my front door!   

A Tough Plant (for tough places) 

Text and photo by Master Gardener Beth Bechand 
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The world of gardening spawns ideas aplenty, some great, some not so hot.  So 

when a woman named Jane called seeking counsel about straw bale gardening, 

I’m sure I sounded a little skeptical.  Another Cooperative Extension office previ-

ously advised “don’t do it,” but I told her to give it a try and to let me know the 

results.  True to her word, a few months later Jane sent me photos of a vegetable 

garden thriving in straw bales.  And just last week a group of the curious assem-

bled in our office to hear this apostle-of-the-bale’s good news.     

Jane started her talk by saying she was initially 

doubtful, too.  A friend told her about Joel 

Karsten’s book, “Straw Bale Gardens,” and it seemed too pie-in-the-sky, perhaps 

a waste of money.  But with a vegetable garden being swallowed by shade, she 

needed a new plan, and space beckoned on the sunny side of her house.  Some 

of bale gardening’s advantages surfaced immediately.  There is no need to amend 

the existing soil, and it doesn’t matter if there’s sand, rocks or clay.  The bales 

provide raised beds, helpful to those with mobility issues.  A bale garden can be 

positioned anywhere, even on an asphalt driveway.  At season’s end, used bales 

can be broken up for mulch or added to a compost pile.  Weeding chores de-

crease, and soil borne insects and diseases are just a bad memory.  Soon it all 

started to make sense.  Most importantly, Jane’s array of tomatoes, lettuce, beans 

and other veggies thrived, and no one can argue with that.    

As with other types of gardening, there are many ways to skin a cantaloupe, but 

adhering to some general principles helps.  Straw bales are preferred to hay, which likely contains a plethora of 

weed seeds.  A tight bale is required should be placed with the twine parallel to the ground.  Consider maintenance 

while setting up a straw bale garden – will you be mowing around it, what aes-

thetics are involved, and is a water source nearby?  Next comes the most myste-

rious part, called “conditioning,” which varies somewhat according to practition-

er.  Basically, for each of twelve consecutive days the bale is either watered, 

anointed with fertilizer (traditional or organic) or allowed to rest according to a 

prescribed schedule.  This ritual initiates internal decomposition, which generates 

heat.  After the heat subsides, planting can begin. 

Next, the gardener must choose flat or pocket planting.  Flat involves spreading 

four inches of growing medium on top of the bale as a starting site and planting 

into that.  Pocket entails removing small amounts of straw, adding medium and 

planting there.  Both seeds and transplants can work, but consider the space re-

quired by each crop.  Perhaps five pepper plants, three cucumbers or two toma-

toes can co-habitat happily in one bale.  Plants can live in pockets on the sides, 

too.  Water is the most crucial factor:  during hot or dry weather, it is easy for a 

bale to dry out.  Thanks to Jane of Guilderland, I’m a believer in the bale, too.     

The First Straw 

Text by David Chinery and Photos by Jane Domaracki 



 As gardeners, we are always looking ahead and plan-
ning for the future, perhaps with less maintenance or the pos-
sibility of limited resources in mind.  One very real considera-
tion is water availability and quality. There are often summer 
watering restrictions in many communities, and a bottle of wa-
ter is as common as a bottle of soda.   Sometime in the not too 
distant future water may be scarce.  Perhaps that day is on our 

doorstep now, so the prudent gardener is making new plant decisions accord-
ingly, and looking to native plants is a good place to start. 

 Ironweed is a native prairie flower from the western United States. It is 
at home in moist to wet meadows and those that dry out as the season pro-
gresses.  A member of the aster family, ironweed is known botanically as 
Vernonia.  The common name “Ironweed” originates from the toughness of 
the plant, especially the stem which has an ability to persist through the win-
ter. Also, the rusty color of the dry seed heads is reminiscent of the metal iron 
as it oxidizes.  The western ironweed is known as Vernonia fasciculata; a favor-
ite of butterflies, this ironweed grows four to six feet tall and produces flowers 
resembling crimson torches in the late summer.  This USDA Hardiness Zone 4 
prairie beauty adapts well to cultivation as it never looks untidy in the garden. Combine it with goldenrod for 
a late season punch of color. 

 Tall Ironweed, Vernonia altissima, prefers a more moist location, full sun to part shade, and it attains 
five to eight feet.  Often termed the showiest of all the ironweeds with brilliant reddish-pink flowers covering 
it in August and September, this magnificent plant would be at home in the back of the border as well as the 
meadow.  Butterflies can not resist the flowers, so it is a must for butterfly gardens. 

 The seedheads for Vernonia gigantea are very attractive until mid-autumn when they begin to dis-
perse by the “fluff and fly” method, each seed having its own parasol to take it wherever the wind will carry 
it.  Mother Nature has many ways to ensure that the species will go on!  This ironweed is most likely found in 
old fields and along roadsides. Also found in many of these same dry places but also in heavily grazed pas-
tures and open upland sites throughout Kansas is another type of western ironweed known as Vernonia 
Baldwinii.  Flowering July through September, this is a shorter ironweed at two to five feet but it too has 
showy florets of lavender and purple. While this plant is not consumed by cattle due to its bitter taste, sheep 
will eat it.  Because of its sturdy stature, this ironweed is often used for riparian edge repair.  Considering its 
heritage, it would be right at home in an area that might flood in the early spring but that dries out consider-
ably by the end of the season. 

 Saving the best for last, Vernonia noveboracensis or the New York ironweed (pictured) is found in 
Zones 5 to 8, grows to three to seven feet, and bears clusters of purple flowers from August to October.  This 
ironweed prefers a full sun location and a well drained soil making it another perennial border choice.  There 
is something reminiscent of Joe-Pye weed here but this ironweed is a bit more open and the stalks are more 
slender.  As with the other ironweeds, the New York variety shines as summer winds down and it too is a fa-
vorite for butterflies. While in nature it is found along stream banks and wet meadows, it is at home in the 
back of the border or in a wildflower meadow, too.  Once established it can grow even in drought areas and 
besides being a nectar source, it is a larval host for the American lady butterfly, Vanessa virginiensis. Despite 
its common name, the New York ironweed is found throughout the eastern United States, from New York in 
the north to Florida in the south and Tennessee to the west.  So impressive as a desirable native perennial, 
Vernonia noveboracensis was named the 2004 North Carolina Wildflower of the Year. Why not consider this 
native beauty for your New York garden?  
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IronWeed 
(Not The Movie)  

Story By Sue Pezzolla 

https://extension.umd.edu 



Trail Conditions 

Friends are embarking soon on a European river trip, but I don’t see medieval castles 

or haute cuisine in my future.  I’m more of a chicken salad sandwich kind of guy any-

way, so a bicycle cruise on the Harlem Valley Rail Trail on an April Sunday suits me 

just fine.  Spouse Toni and canine Magnus came along for the ride, both thanks to new 

wheels (she on a hybrid bike, he in a doggie trailer).  Green meadows, bright blue skies 

and rich brown fields all under the watchful gaze of the 

Taconic Mountains are just as delightful as any Grand 

Duchy landscapes, I’m sure. 

The lower ten miles of the Harlem Valley, running from 

Millerton to Wassaic, features several rock cuts, moss-

lined and dripping water, cool spots on a summer day 

and downright chilly the rest of the year.  Since a train 

runs most efficiently on a level path, the landscape rises 

and falls around the near even-ness of the rail trail.  One 

moment the cyclist rides with the fishes next to a wet-

land, with algae and rushes lining the path.  Minutes lat-

er it’s a trip on the high line, cranking along atop an em-

bankment with a hawk’s view of a dry woodland below.  

Cross a bridge with a road below, then a little farther on, 

an old bridge crosses overhead. Most of the grades pre-

sent no more of a challenge than to engender thoughts 

of “Gee, this seems a slight incline” or “Nice, we’re 

picking up some speed for free,” both thanks to nine-

teenth century engineering. 

No shortage of colorful characters are found along the HVRT.  Most vibrant are the 

bikers, in vivid reds, blues, oranges, and safety-glow yellow.  Ages range from the very 

young, on tiny machines, to those who well must remember when this pathway hauled 

milk south to the big city.  White hairs predominate, enough for Toni to proclaim bik-

ing the hobby of the middle-aged.  Others along the path travel on four legs, such as 

the six does which burst out of the brush in front of us near Orphan Farm Road, and 

the constantly darting chipmunks, indecisive if the west side or east offers better op-

portunities.  Sheep darted away too, somehow sensing that Magnus the herding corgi 

would love to round them up as he passed harmlessly by.  Other creatures were pre-

sent only by their signs.  Beavers left a gnawed tree hanging precariously near Sharon 

Station.  Toni swears seeing a moose crossing sign, while the placard announcing “timber rattler area” got my at-

tention.   

Early bloomers among the plant world were also astir.  Callery pear, the darling tree of urban spaces, was abloom 

at Wassaic Station, while shadbush, denizen of the wild, was blushing white above Ore Pit Pond.  Garlic mustard’s 

growth was exuberant, with some preparing to flower.  One pond showed last year’s dried remains of a botanical 

brawl, with invasive common reed (Phragmites) advancing and native cattail retreating.  A pair of swans were nest-

ing in the reeds, also invasives.  Many things like life along a rail trail.   

Explore:  http://www.hvrt.org/ 
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Text by David Chinery 
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What to do in  

May? 
 

* This year might be a challenging one for 
gardeners.  Drought is a possibility, so be 
aware of ways to conserve water.  Insects 
may arrive in greater numbers than usual as 
a result of a milder winter.  Remember to 
wear protective clothing in areas where ticks 
are abundant. 

 

* Do not apply pesticides on a windy day. 

 

* Pay attention to weather reports.  We have had frost in this region as late as Memorial Day. If frost is 
predicted, move container plants indoors and cover annuals that are already in the ground. 

 

* Fertilize your lawn for the first time around Memorial Day. 

 

* Prune spring flowering shrubs such as lilac and forsythia after flowering. 

 

* Stake peonies before they flop. 

 

* Spring planting of blueberries is recommended.  Test 
your soil pH first to see if it is acidic enough (they require a pH of 4.5 to 5.5). 

 

* It is now time to review your garden plans and make final changes before you 
plant! 

 

* Most vegetables grow best at a pH of 6.2 to 7.2. 

 

* Mark your 2017 calendars to visit Albany’s Ten Broek Mansion in May for the tulip display.  The photos 
on this page and elsewhere in the edition were taken there on May 7.  Planted and maintained by Albany 
County Master Gardeners, this garden makes a stunning sight to see early in the month!   

 

* This is a busy month so you’d better work out the winter kinks from your muscles as soon as possible.  
Good Luck planting. 

Text by Master Gardener Peggy Growell and photos by  David Chinery 
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“No one thinks of  

winter when the grass is 

green.” 

Rudyard Kipling  

(British writer and poet, 1865-1936) 

Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

In Albany County:  Call 765-3514 weekdays from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM and 

ask to speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions by vis-

iting their website at www.ccealbany.com    

 

In Schenectady County:  Call 372-1622 from 9:00 AM to Noon, follow the 

prompt to speak to a Master Gardener and press #1.  You can also email your 

questions by visiting their website at  

http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/  

 

In Rensselaer County:  Call 272-4210 from 9:00 AM to Noon and ask to 
speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions to 
Dhc3@cornell.edu 

“Root Concerns:  Notes from the underground” is a shared 

publication of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer, 

Albany and Schenectady Counties.  It is published by Cor-

nell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County 
David Chinery (dhc3@cornell.edu and (518) 272-4210) 

Newsletter editor, designer and layout technician 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Albany County 
Sue Pezzolla (sep37@cornell.edu and (518) 765-3516) 

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Schenectady County 
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Little Diggers Wednesdays, May 11 – June 15 

Morning Session 10:00 –11:15 AM  Afternoon Session 12:30 – 1:45 PM 

Preschoolers (age 3-5) will discover the wonders of gardening and nature through a series of six hands-on 

educational programs.  Each week we will participate in themed classes that introduce children to garden-

ing and nature.  Garden exploration, nature walks, crafts, and stories will enrich your child ’s understanding 

and appreciation for our natural world.   

Please register with payment by May 1, 2016.  $75 per child.  

If your child (or you) receives assistance or is eligible for special program, he/she can be considered for a scholarship to 
the 2015 Little Diggers program.  Please submit a copy of one of the following with the registration form: Benefit card 
(Medicaid-eligible only), PA budget letter/print-out, Food stamp letter/print-out, SSI benefit statement/print-out, Unem-
ployment stubs, Disability stubs/letter or Letter of acceptance for free/reduced price lunch.   

Please contact Angie Tompkins at  amj22@cornell.edu or 372-1622 ext. 259 if you have questions or for more infor-
mation.   

 

Annual Master Gardeners Plant Sale 

Saturday, May 21, 2016 10am-2pm 

• Organically grown tomato plants • heirloom, disease resistant  varieties 

• Vegetable seedlings • Herb Containers • Perennial Plant Divisions •  

• Miniature/Fairy Garden Containers • •“Planted” Garden-Art Chairs • Garden Signs •  

• Garden Theme Tag / Book Sale • Soil Testing •  Garden activities for KIDS •  

• “Ask the Master Gardener” information table •  

Garden tours for everyone... come see what we are all about 

The Sustainable Living Center is located next to the tennis courts in 

Central Park Schenectady.  The address is: 180 Ptl. Arthur Chaires Lane 

 

Fairy / Miniature Gardening Saturday June 11, 9:30 am-12:30 pm 

Explore the enjoyment, fun and adventure of mini gardening, create one of your own and learn that 
you can ...Go Small But Go Anywhere. Three hour class: begins with a movie (produced by three 
SCCCE Master Gardeners) exploring just some of the wonderful places you can go in the world of 
mini gardening. Followed by: how-to presentation and time for questions or discussion. After a short 
break: get started on your own magical mini garden. Containers, soil, plants, plus a variety of deco-
rative mini items included in the cost.   

$20.00  Please register with payment by June 4. 

 

Schenectady County Cornell Cooperative Extension  

Winter/Spring 2016 Classes 

All classes will be held at the Sustainable Living Center, unless otherwise noted 

Visit our website: 



Albany County and Rensselaer County  

Healthy Neighborhoods Program 
 
 

    

 

 

 

          The Healthy Neighborhoods Program targets 

residents living in Albany County zip codes 

12202, 12206, 12208, 12209, 12210 

and 

residents living in Rensselaer County zip codes 

12180, 12182, and 12144 

FREE health and safety survey, resources, & referrals 

FREE safety and cleaning products may include 
*Smoke detectors, carbon monoxide detectors, and fire extinguishers* 

*Child safety products such as cabinet locks, shock stoppers, etc.* 

*Asthma control items such as allergen barrier mattress and pillow covers* 

*Cleaning supplies such as mop, bucket, and dust wipes* 

*Safety supplies such as flashlights, nightlights, and first aid kits* 

Healthy Neighborhoods Program 

          Fax: (518) 765-2490 
                                                              Email: lkc29@cornell.edu 

    For more information or phone referrals call 518-765-3512 
Funds for the Healthy Neighborhoods Program are provided by the New York State Department of Health 

through the Albany County Department of Health & the Rensselaer County Department of Health 
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Albany County Executive 
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