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The old buzz about good things coming to those who wait is some-

times true.  Since moving here twenty years ago, I’ve wanted to see 

the Karner blue butterflies, yet it wasn’t until last week that a Master 

Gardener field trip made it happen.  I’m happy to report that, after 

two decades of  anticipation, Lycaeides melissa samuelis did not disap-

point. 
 

Our jaunt took us to the Wil-

ton Wildlife Preserve and Park, 

a former Boy Scout camp in 

Saratoga County.  Three dedi-

cated ladies, Linda, Peg and Jill, 

guided us along the sandy paths and 

gave us the lowdown on this famous 

creature we came to see.  Our first lesson was that this is not a large butter-

fly, only about the size of  a quarter.  Comparing it to a monarch is likening 

a Piper Cub to a Jumbo Jet.  They’re also lightning fast.  Only those in our 

group quick of  eye, with slick photographic equipment, snapped accepta-

ble photos.  The male’s upper side is violet blue with a black margin and 

white-fringed edge.  The female’s upper side is a darker brownish blue.  

Both have a row of  orange crescents lining the entire edge of  the under-

side of  the hind wing.  Quite pretty.  If  you’re an 

endangered species which needs protecting, and 

an insect at that, it helps your case to be attrac-

tive.   
 

While the Karner blues were en-

chanting, the blue lupines (Lupinus 
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perennis) bowled me over.  In various shades of  blue and trending to pink 

and purple, their pea-like flowers are held on spikes above palmate foli-

age.  With thousands in bloom, a field of  lupines mirrors a summer sky.  

They prefer full sun to light shade and a well-drained soil.  An extremely 

hard seed coat keeps lupine seed from germinating, and it takes fire or 

some form of  abrasion to allow needed water to penetrate.  Lupines will 

often thrive along roads, in grazed, mowed or burned places, and other 

disturbed areas, but disappear when other plants move in.  As more countryside becomes either 

subdivisions or deep woods, less area is available for the lupines.  And as the lupine goes, so goes 

the Karner blue, since it is the only food source for this butterfly’s larvae. 
 

Eating only one food is a risky strategy for survival, but this insect 

is a homebody, too, traveling a maximum of  600 feet from their 

birthplace.  That doesn’t give the Karner blue the ability to get out 

of  harm’s way, or spread their population far and wide.  Having 

two generations per year adds some resilience, but adult butterflies 

live only about 5 days, which makes accomplishing a lot rather dif-

ficult.   
 

Since human ways have up-

set the natural balance which 

spawned the Karner blues, it 

seems only right we extend a 

helping hand.  Designating 

them a Federal Endangered 

Species and supporting sci-

entists to study them was a good start.  Preserving land and 

encouraging the growth of  the lupines is crucial.  We are all 

indebted to the people who have stepped up to care for 

these wild treasures.    
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Text by David Chinery and photos (except as noted) by Master Gardener  Barbara Nuffer  

For more information on the  

Wilton Wildlife Preserve and Park, visit:   

http://www.wiltonpreserve.org/ 

Photo by D. Chinery 
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Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 

This month’s photos come from Rensselaer County Master Gardener  Judy 
Brown.  Here are some views of her (and husband Ed’s) fantastic rock garden.   

A rock garden can be the solution to planting 

on a steep slope. 

Rock garden plants have slow growth, 
small stature and are low-growing.  
Here is Dianthus neglectus. 

The rocks provide shelter and an-
chors for plants.   Veronica pecti-
nate is on the left, Silene shafta 
'Persian Carpet’ is on the right. 

Miniature bulbs fit in well  
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It’s early April and thoughts turn to the upcoming education-

al season for "Little Diggers," Cornell Cooperative Extension 

of Schenectady County’s gardening class for preschoolers 

ages 3 to 5 in Central Park, Schenectady.  Children attend 

class once a week for an hour and learn about gardening 

while digging and planting.  A small space to the side of the 

children’s garden became overgrown and weedy and I eyed it 

for the best spot for a Fairy Garden (Photo 1).   

 

With a passion for good garden design, I applied my usual 

methodology: 

* Must be a straightforward design that is quick and simple to maintain 

* Must have eye appeal to a wide age group 

* Must clearly be doable, and an inspiration to others 

Whether designing the substantial grounds of a palace or the more humble 

backyard, it is the hard landscaping (solid structures/any electrics/plumbing 

requirements) that must take first priority over soft landscaping (plants). 

 

Hard landscaping:  Cut tree stumps that were presently in the landscape 

were utilized as dwellings for the “little people” or “fairies.”  Pea-stone grav-

el would provide a clean substrate in the form of a miniature path, which 

would bind the completed design together.  Two plaster-cast doorways of 

about 4½ inches in height were abutted against the tree stumps, each provid-

ing an illusory entrance into a dream-world of human fantasy (Photo 2). 

Fairy Garden materials are readily available in most garden centers “off the 

shelf,” or one can employ one's own artistic 

time and talent in creating a very unique piece 

of garden furniture.  Indeed, this brings its 

own distinct pleasure -- something you have created yourself (Photo 3).   

 

Soft landscaping:  Avoid the beginner's mistake of visiting the garden center with-

out a clear plan of action, or you shall otherwise be beguiled and fill your wagon 

with “One of those, and one of these; oh, and I must have one of those.”  Before 

too long, you have something colorful at the cash register looking like a spilled 

packet of M&M's, or worse, looking like a dog's breakfast.  Your design must be 

cohesive.  Limit your palate of plant types and color.  This involves humungous self

-restraint.  As these living gems shall surely be crying out, “Buy me, buy me, buy 

meee!” 

Creating A Fairy Garden 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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As a rule of (green) thumb, plants should be planted in groups of threes, fives, 

sevens, etc., rather than a kaleidoscopic scattering of individual plants. 

Buxus (boxwood) will provide a compact evergreen uniformity, and thymus 

(thyme) shall form a mat of tiny leaves that will conform to the landscape con-

tours.  These two plant types are in keeping with the scale of a “Fairy Garden” 

and, together with the tree-stumps, shall be my plain backdrop against which to 

highlight other plant types. 

 

In this instance, landscaping and plants are required to play a supporting role in 

which to show off the “little people” or fairies.  Therefore, muted floral tones 

and colors were for the greater part preferable (Photo 4). 

 

Between where the young children (Little Diggers) would be 

working upon their respective vegetable plots and the fairy gar-

den, I have planted a group of seven Armeria maritima.  Common-

ly known as thrift, sea thrift or sea pink, this is a compact peren-

nial which grows in low clumps, and sends up long stems that 

support globes of dainty pink flowers. 

 

A compact grouping of seven Aubretia plants bearing amethyst-

colored flowers was set by two of the tree stumps.  These, plus a 

single specimen of mossy saxifrage (garnet red flowers carried aloft a mossy mound), would be jewels for us more 

"mature" types to admire.  As contrast to leaf shape/color of the aforementioned Aubretia and Saxifrage, I have 

used Sempervivum -- the good-old hens and chicks. 

 

While the plants are a thing of constancy about this miniature gar-

den scheme, it is my prayerful desire to move about/change the 

position of the “little people”/fairy figures therein.  So that way, 

each week our Little Diggers shall come back with renewed inter-

est to see what changes may have taken place. (Photos 5 and 6). 

 

 

 

 

 

The Little Diggers have really enjoyed exploring the gar-

den (Photo 7).  Whatever the weather, enjoy your garden! 

Text and photos by Schenectady County Master Gardener Rev. Tim. Huggett 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 



A blue bottle tree, seen on the Troy 
Hidden Garden Tour last Thursday, 
chided me with this notion:  a gar-
den is never finished, and that is 
part of what is so frustrating, as well 
as so wonderful, about this thing we 
do.  Plants grow big, demand atten-
tion, or ungratefully die, pests come 
roaring out of nowhere, and struc-
tures need painting and replacing.   
That all leaves little time for the fun 
projects.  And that’s why my blue 
bottle tree is just a pile of bottles, or 
so I tell myself. 

 

Perhaps that Thursday night was just the kick in the pants this Yankee need-
ed to rekindle his interest in a Southern tradition.  The first blue bottle trees 
were created by slaves in the first half of the nineteenth century.  They 
brought the custom to Dixie from African places, including Angola and Congo.  After the War of Northern Ag-
gression, blue bottle trees were still found in rural dooryards and near tenant houses into the 1950’s, when mecha-
nized farming displaced both the farmhands and their homes.  In the last few years, blue bottle trees are making a 
comeback, primarily in the South, among gardeners of all ethnic and economic backgrounds.  Northerners are 
slowly catching on, too.  I’ve even seen a modest example in New England-y Chatham Center.    

 

Blue bottle trees are amazingly simple in their construction.  First, a large collection of blue bottles is amassed.  
They can be of any shape or size – variety is encouraged.  Those of us old enough will immediately think of the 
blue “Milk of Magnesia” bottles, but useful contemporary ones include certain brands of vodka, wine, and swank 
water from Saratoga.  Traditionally, a dead crepe myrtle or cedar tree is chosen for the structure.  These plants are 
favored because their branches point upward.  The bottles are then slipped onto the branches, in no particular or-
der.  The resulting sculpture catches eyes, neighborhood attention, and the sun.   

 

The original purposes of the trees varied.  Some claimed that evil apparitions, thieves and miscreants were attract-
ed to the beautiful blue colors, and would be captured and held inside the bottles.  Others claimed that the bottles 
provided a safe haven for friendly, family spirits.  Passing breezes caused the bottles, or perhaps the ghosts inside, 
to moan.  Blue has long been thought of as a heavenly or spiritual color, and the relative rarity of blue bottles also 
surely added to the intrigue (brown beer bottles just don’t carry the same cachet). 

 

There are plenty of new takes on this old shrub – just Google “blue bottle tree” and a wide breadth of ingenuity is 
displayed.  Some post-modern trees are built from steel armatures, others from processed lumber, and some aren’t 
tree-like at all.  A worthwhile information source is Felder Rushing, a writer and radio personality from Mississippi 
with a passion for many things gardening, including bottle trees.  He’s even penned a book on the subject, which 
he describes modestly as “simply the best reference on the history and use of glass as garden ornaments.”  Now 
that’s inspiration.      

Page 6  Root  Concerns  Volume 11,  Number  5  

Blue 

Bottle 

What? 

Text by David Chinery 



This subject keeps resurfacing, invading like the haunts in Dicken’s 
Christmas Carol.  But this time there weren’t three ghostly messen-
gers, there were over 7,000 haunting opinions! All offered by eighth 
grade students answering the challenge posed by standardized English 
composition exams prepared by the Oklahoma education department. 

How did yours truly wind up here?  

Let me explain. 

In my retired life, I found a part time job grading standardized 
tests from schools across the country.  Earlier this spring, I was grading 
“persuasive essays’ written by 8th grade students from Oklahoma.   

The students were asked to:  read two well balanced newspa-
per reports outlining in details both the consumer/scientific positions 
on the subject “Should GMOs (genetically modified organisms) be 
banned; labeled; or accepted?” Based on the information provided, 
they had to take a position and write an persuasive essay defending 
their point of view. 

 I have to give a tip of the hat to the Oklahoma education system for picking the subject since I believe 
OK’s a farm state and big agriculture keeps a finger on the pulse of the public.  

So what did I learn? 

A few young  scholars worried that the topic painted a lawsuit target on the food industries back. 

Another argued that the labeling effort was another useless regulation or restriction that was destroy-
ing the family farm. 

I also found some really interesting reactions to the facts presented.  There was a quote from a NY 
Times report stating that “70 % of New Yorkers surveyed favored labeling.” This fact was marginalized with 
the observation that “all NYers were hippie health freaks, so the survey didn’t count.” 

While most kept their concerns in the good old U.S. of A,  a good number went into the global per-
spective: citing the growing number of states either demanding or considering mandatory labeling  and re-
minding the reader that  labeling is required throughout Europe and GMO seed cannot be sown in France. 

To shorten a long story, based on my bleary-eyed observation, about 75% opted for the middle road: 
“If you want to sell me, tell me!”  

Why?   

“I have a right to know what’s  in my food.”  

This was followed by the question: “Why don’t you want to tell me? 

 ‘Tis a good question, my friend. 

 So the conversation and controversy continues. 

OMG!  IT’S GMO’S AGAIN 
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Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Don Maurer 



It was a shock to learn of Mel Bartholomew’s death in late April of 
this year.  I felt as though a friend had died, a friend of many years 
with whom much had been shared. I had never met Mel, but 
through his book a friendship had emerged and I suspect that many 
gardeners would say something similar.  As an Extension Educator I 
am in awe of what Mel conceived and accomplished through his 
now famous concept of square foot gardening.  He created a simple 
method to space plants on a 12” grid system that gave order to a 
garden and taught gardeners to grow intensively and to be more 
successful.  His book on this square foot gardening technique pub-
lished by Rodale Press in 1981 revolutionized the backyard garden-
ing world. 

Mel was born in Kingston, NY on December 14, 1931.  His 
family moved soon after to California where his mother, an avid gar-
dener, would garden all year.  Mel was an engineer by trade and a 
gardener by inclination but it was his own frustrations that made 
him look at the conventional gardening wisdoms and come up with 
something that made more sense to him.  Mel thought that the typ-
ical backyard garden had too much wasted space that allowed too 
many weeds and unnecessary labor. It was a system based on farm-
ing practices that allowed for rows and spaces to let in animals to 
help with the plowing.   His square foot grid system combined ge-
ometry and raised bed gardening and eliminated the extra space conserving the gardener’s energy.  It em-
ployed basic principles of building soil and maintaining its health by adding compost and organic matter.  The 
grid system is intersected by narrow walking paths that allows the gardener easy access to the growing spac-
es.  Mel’s practical approach to gardening takes 20 percent of the space of a conventional garden and it uses 
about 10 percent of the water. These qualities that are especially important as we acclimate to a changing 
climate. 

Retiring from engineering at the relatively early age of 42, Mel would spend the next 42 years helping 
the backyard gardener. Eventually he brought his square foot gardening techniques to the world with the 
Square Foot Gardening Foundation to ensure that people everywhere could grow some of their own food 
simply and economically. While Mel was a successful businessman and engineer, his legacy lies in the garden, 
specifically a square foot garden.  His blend of science and practicality have stood the test of time to become 
part of the gardening vernacular.  Not too shabby for a kid from upstate New York. 
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A Farewell To Mel 

Story By Sue Pezzolla 

https://extension.umd.edu 

A story by Sue Pezzolla 

 “Mel Bartholomew, an Engineer who Popularized Square Foot Gardening, Dies at 84.” New York Times, May 8, 2016, 
Sam Roberts, www.nytimes.com    

 

Squarefootgardening.org 

Sources: 

http://www.nytimes.com


When Lightning 

strikes 

It’s never good to smell burning wood after a nearby lightning strike, especially when you are hiding in the base-
ment awaiting a tornado.  That’s according to my lovely wife Toni, who was home in Schodack when storms 
struck on July 19, 2015 and our towering spruce was struck.  Despite a wide longitudinal crack and a long strip of 
missing bark, the tree still stands and looks normal.  Here’s what researchers from the University of Georgia say 
about trees and lightning. 

“A tree’s biological functions and/or structural integrity are affected by 
lightning strikes. Along the path of the strike, sap boils, steam is gener-
ated and cells explode in the wood, leading to strips of wood and bark 
peeling or being blown off the tree. If only one side of the tree shows 
evidence of a lightning strike, the chances of the tree surviving and 
eventually closing the wound are good. However, when the strike com-
pletely passes through the tree trunk, with splintered bark and exploded 
wood on each side, trees are usually killed. 

Many trees are severely injured internally or below- ground by lightning 
despite the absence of visible, external symptoms. Lightning or electri-
cal current passes from the trunk of the tree through the roots and dis-
sipates in the ground. Major root damage from electricity may cause the 
tree to decline and die without significant aboveground damage. If the 
tree is in leaf, the leaves wilt and the tree will probably die within a few 
days. If the tree survives long enough to leaf out the following spring, 
then the chances of recovery are much greater. Watering and fertiliza-
tion are suggested to reduce tree stress. 

Generally, when lightning damage has created hazardous broken 
branches, corrective pruning should be done. However, waiting two to 

six months is recommended before doing major and expensive corrective pruning to assess whether the tree will 
recover. If during this waiting period, the tree shows no obvious signs of decline, then the pruning is probably 
worth the expense. Consult with a certified arborist for recommendations concerning the health of your damaged 
tree. Commonly prescribed practices are water management, bark repair, pruning, fertilization, pest management 
and tree monitoring. Expensive treatments should not be taken until the tree appears to be making a recovery. 
Otherwise, when it becomes obvious that the tree will not recover from the lightning strike, the tree should be 
removed. 

Historic, rare, and specimen trees, especially when they are 
the center of landscapes or they shade or frame recreation-
al areas, are valuable and can be protected by a properly 
installed lightning protection system. Trees with special 
significance, or that people or animals might move under 
in a storm, should be protected. Trees closer than 25 feet 
from a building or structure should also be protected to 
minimize “side-flash.” Parks, golf courses, and public 
buildings should have large or important trees protected to minimize liability risks.” 

So it seems our current course of action is to watch and wait, and 
hope lightning doesn’t strike twice.  
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Text and photo by David Chinery 

“Oaks, elms, pines, spruce, poplars, 

maples and ash are most likely to re-

ceive a lightning hit.”  

- Colorado State University  
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Garden Design...As Easy As 1-2-3! 

Color (photo on right): Select 3 colors using adjacent colors of  

the colorwheel for a unified look or, for contrast, choose 3 from 

opposite sides of  the wheel for dramatic results.  Choose one 

color as the dominant (more than three plants with this color), 

two plants for secondary and just one plant for the accent. 

Scale and Proportion (photo above): Select plants 

of  three heights: short, medium and tall. Plant the 

lowest at the garden’s edge, medium in the center, 

and tall as backdrop.   

Balance (photo on right): Use one strong element (plant or art) for 

emphasis. Use two elements to define formality and gateways.  Use 

three elements to create a cohesive planting.  

What are design elements?  They are the guidelines 

(not exactly rules) that are considered in the design 

process such as form, line, texture, color and so on.  

Let’s break it down. 

Take the fuss and stress out of designing your flower gardens by simplifying the  

design elements using the power of three.  
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Line (photo on right): Incorporate straight and 

curved elements into your garden to hold the in-

terest of  the visitor. Straight lines (often a vertical 

point) allow our eyes to rest and curved lines 

(mass of  flowers) suggest movement.   

In summary, think in three’s and your garden will be full of interest and beauty. 

Text and Photos by Denise Maurer  

Denise Maurer is a Master Gardener with Cornell Cooperative Extension of  Rensselaer County and owner of Denise Maurer Interiors. 

She has specialized in residential interior design for 30 years.   Her sense of design is carried into her personal gardening style where she 

combines flowers and vegetables with ornamentation.  Denise is a frequent speaker on the subject of gardening using color and design. 

Texture and Form (photo on left): Include three different textures 

such as broad, airy and crinkled. Leaves have texture in addition to 

the bonus flowers.  Consider forms, too (combine upright, mound-

ed, rounded, and columnar). 

Repetition (photo on right): Use three of  the same flow-

er to create a drift. Repeat a color around your garden three 

times for continuity.  

Variety (photo on left): Select plants with three different 

sized flower heads. Remember the associated green parts of  

your flowers as they’ll be on display more than the flower 

colors. Simplify your flower selection.  Masses of  the same 

flower makes it easier to enjoy and is more dramatic.  
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What to do in  

June? 
All plants need your Tender Loving Care! 

Water, if not forthcoming from above.  Gardens need an inch of water 
every week, with lawns requiring the same to replace typical moisture 
loss. 

Weed like there is no tomorrow, and weed again tomorrow.  For flower 
and vegetable gardens, mulch generously but not so much as to hold 
moisture around stems and ground growth or prevent rain from seep-
ing into the soil. 

Feed your plants using organic fertilizer, or inorganic water-soluble ferti-
lizer for quickest results.   

Begin to look for yellowing leaves and pests on your plants. 

Lawns are the Focus before the Fabled Heat of Summer Sets In! 

Sharpen your mower blade if not done yet this year for good results and to avoid tearing 
grass.  

Raise mower height to at least 3” to promote root growth, and leave the clippings on the 
lawn for additional nutrition. Keep mowing height up throughout the summer. 

Flowers 

Deadhead away!  Fertilize roses. 

Toward the end of the month, look for and  knock off Japanese beetles into a can of soapy 
water. 

Pinch annual geraniums to encourage fuller growth.  Perennials such as autumn-flowering 
asters can be pinched so they don’t flop in the fall when flowering. 

Vegetables 

Stake or cage tomatoes. 

Thin carrots, beets, lettuce and other row crops to allow each plant adequate space. 

Plant individual successor rows of beans and lettuce. 

Don’t be a Shrinking Violet!  Plant flowers with vegetables for color.  Marigolds particularly are reputed to discour-
age some pests from invading your well-deserved later summer edibles. 

General Maintenance 

Turn and heavily water your compost. 

Prune spring flowering shrubs after they finish flowering. 

Let tulips and other bulb flowers die naturally before cutting them down so that energy is returned to the bulb. 

Text by Master Gardeners Mike Reger and Sharon Mann 

June 20 is the 2016 Summer Solstice – the longest day of the year!  As-
tronomers and scientists use the date of the June Solstice to mark the be-
ginning of summer in the Northern Hemisphere and winter in the South-
ern Hemisphere.   Hopefully, with typical late spring and early summer 
rain, sun, and warmth, so many wonderful but necessary gardening tasks 
await the long days of June! 
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“Woodchucks are as fond of the fruits of our garden 

as we are, and even better at harvesting them.  I’ve 

found these fat rodents will give everything but on-

ions a taste—and I’m sure that out there somewhere 

is a woodchuck that likes onions in its salad.” 

Ruth Page 

Vermont Public Radio Celebrity 

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 visiting 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 ques-
tions 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 
Angie Tompkins  (amj22@cornell.edu and (518) 372-1622) 

 

Www.telegraph.co.uk 
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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 

 

   

 

 

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension is an employer and educator recognized for valuing AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individuals with Disabilities and provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

Daniel P. McCoy 

Albany County Executive 

Kathleen M. Jimino 

Rensselaer County Executive 


