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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW:  THE GARDENS OF PHILLIS WARDEN 
By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Gardens, like marriages, evolve over the years.  What starts out as a passionate project soon 
reveals what you can and cannot do in your “relationship”. The key to success in both of these 
endeavors is to learn what does work and build from there. Adjustments are necessary, and 
patience and perseverance will always serve you well.  Long term relationships, be they 
between people or plots of land, take time to develop and perfect.  Just as a happily married 
couple will speak a shorthand all their own, so, too, will a gardener with their Eden. Visitors to 
these long-tended plots always marvel at how beautiful and effortless these gardens appear, 

how seamless their design.  No one ever sees the years of trial and error, the 
experiments that have gone awry, and the hair pulling frustration of another 
plant sent to the compost graveyard. Ideally, what occurs over time is a 
learning curve between gardener and plot, resulting in site-specific plants and 
designs taking control and making everything look good. 

 
A classic example of this long term relationship is evident at “Nine Gables”, the seven-acre 
estate in Bedford Hills that has been tended by Phillis Warden for over 40 years.  Phillis is a 
hands-on gardener who has done much of her own designing and planting, and it shows. She is 
the first one to admit that many 
experiments with plants have taken 
place here, and not all of them have 
been successful.  But with each new 
trial, Phillis has learned and progressed 
in her knowledge of what does well in 
her woodland gardens. This is a 
property that has been carefully crafted 
and added to over the decades, and it 
is overflowing with plants that weave 
into tapestries of color and texture.  And 
as most “rags to riches” stories go, the 
transformation of this estate is really 
quite remarkable. 
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Back in the late 1960’s, Phillis and her husband John rented the house on the property next 
door to Nine Gables.  Phillis confesses that she had always admired the place, and when it 
came up on the market in 1975, she jumped at the chance to own it.  The farmhouse dates back 
to 1840, and at the time of purchase was situated on about two-thirds of an acre.  Phillis 
immediately got to work transforming the land 
around the farmhouse into individual “rooms” with 
specific functions.  A formal vegetable garden with 
raised beds was constructed behind the house, 
where a lovely cascading fountain serves as its 
centerpiece.  Large boulders and rocks were 
brought on site to create structure and interest 
around the built-in pool and pool house. Outdoor 
seating and dining areas were created, set off with 
specimen trees and plants as living enclosures. 
Fourteen years into these projects, Phillis’s next 
garden challenge presented itself when six more 
acres of land, including two barns, became 
available next door. 
 
What to do with all these acres?  Well, Phillis reasoned, every woodland garden needs a little 
water!   She proceeded to construct three ponds, all connected to each other by a series of 
waterfalls that cascade down and through the property.  Surrounded by rocks, water-loving 
plants, and filled with colorful koi, you would swear these watercourses were created by Mother 
Nature and had been there forever.  
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Mulch covered pathways follow the progression of these waterfalls, allowing the visitor to 
experience the beauty and sounds of the woods and water.  There are stone stairways along 
this route; forcing you to slow down in order to absorb all that has been created here.  
 

 
 
The variety of plants is truly astounding, and many of these woodland beauties are well-adapted 
natives. Phillis tries to use natives where-ever possible, but insists that she is no purist, and will 
occasionally use non-natives if their requirements fit the site. 
 
In addition to being an advocate for native plants and all that they have to offer, Phillis is also 
one of the co-chairs of the Steering Committee of the Native Plant Center at Westchester 
Community College.  She has worked collaboratively with Director Carol Capobianco over the 
years in researching and incorporating many 
more indigenous plants into her woodland 
gardens.  While touring Nine Gables, our group 
had the privilege of having Carol along to 
further educate us on the importance of natives 
and how they have evolved with our local bird, 
insect, and animal populations.  It is interesting 
to note that the back four acres of Phillis’s 
property are not deer fenced, and so most, if 
not all plants there are impervious to deer 
destruction.  Native plants surely are the 
ultimate in appropriate and site-specific 
choices! 
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But back to those six acres…. Phillis had heard that there was a marsh somewhere in the back 
of her newly acquired property, but the woods were so choked with brambles that it was 
impossible to navigate through. This proved to be the most difficult challenge of all, but with grit 
and perseverance, Phillis, (with a lot of help and machinery) cut pathways and opened areas 
through the woods in order to reach the marsh at the back end of her property.  This large and 
picturesque marsh is the crown jewel of these wooded six acres and well worth hiking to.  More 
on that in a moment- 

 
Not to be missed along this 
marsh route are many interesting 
stops and diversions, and one 
could easily spend a morning just 
taking them all in.  There is a 
stone “stegosaurus”, a hidden 
gazebo, a community circle with 
stumps for seats, whimsical tin 
roosters and goat statues, as well 
as a “tree of laments” (there must 
be a good story that goes along 
with this one!).   
 
 
 
 

What makes this so charming is that many of these attractions are 
partially hidden from view, and so require the visitor to step off the 
path for further exploration.  This “hidden” element is always 
something to incorporate into any garden, regardless of size, and 
you can tell that Phillis really had a lot of fun with this.  What also 
strikes the visitor while strolling through these back woods is the diversity of plant life and birds.  
The trees are alive with birdsong and activity - always a good indicator of a vital and enriched 
environment. 
 
Last stop on this trail is reached when one approaches the marsh, and as stated before, this is a 
stunner.  Wooden boardwalks traverse through the bogs and lead to the organic- looking 
treehouse constructed by Phillis 
to take advantage of vistas and 
birdwatching. This structure 
looks like something out of a 
fairytale, and is just pure fun to 
climb up. Phillis reports that 
migrating water birds are 
frequent visitors to this area, 
with some of them choosing to 
nest here and raise their young.  
As expected, frogs, snakes, 
and amphibians of all stripes 
congregate at the marsh, and 
the environment here is thick 
and jungle-like.  The contrast is 
striking, since you feel as 
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though you have walked through the refinement of the upper gardens, only to be met with wild, 
untamed nature at the marsh. 
 
Our group is finally silenced by the beauty, depth, and breadth of these various gardens and 
how they relate to their surroundings.  Many of us marvel at how everything is so delightfully 
and exquisitely crafted.  Phillis Warden smiles softly, it is obvious that she and her gardens have 
had a long and happy relationship… 
 
The gardens of Phillis Warden are frequently featured in the 
Garden Conservancy tours as well as local garden clubs and 
community events.  You may visit the Conservatory website at: 
www.gardenconservancy.org    

 
Photos courtesy of Master Gardener Volunteer Victoria Rolfe 

 
 
 

 

GROWING HARDY LADY’S SLIPPER ORCHIDS - CYPRIPEDIUM 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
My husband and I grow tropical orchids in an always-too-small greenhouse.  Recently we 
decided to try our hand at some of the stunning native terrestrial orchids - those of the genus 
Cypripedium. 
 
While one may see many different species of native terrestrial orchids, the members of 
Cypripedium are truly the show stoppers!  There are 58 species within the genus and they 
range through Asia, Europe and North America. Orchid trade journals refer to them as Cyps. 
They are also commonly called lady’s slipper 
orchids. Once abundant in New York State, their 
numbers have been decimated, mostly by deer. My 
mother-in-law remembers picking huge bouquets 
of them as a child. I recall finding clumps of 
blooming plants in the woods behind our school. 
 
The journey from seed to flower is a long and 
difficult one; it takes about seven years. Should 
you locate a plant in the wild, don't touch it!  The 
likelihood of successfully moving such a plant to 
your garden is minuscule. Only in the past twenty 
years or so has the science developed for mass 
laboratory propagation of Cyps.  Today they are 
seen in many plant catalogs.   
 
Although one can purchase one and two year seedlings, buying older plants is the way to go 
until you've gained some experience. We obtain our plants come from a reputable grower in 
Minnesota who provides a lot of cultural help on their website and with purchased plants. 
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Following their recommendations, we grow our plants 
in 18 gallon rope totes.  These plastic tubs are meant 
for ice, beer and soda but they work well for the 
Cyps.  (Coincidentally we grow our tomatoes in them 
as well.)  We drill several drainage holes in the tub’s 
lower edge and bottom.  
 

The recommended 
planting medium is 
interesting - Turface 
MVP.  This is a silica 
clay-based product 
used as a soil conditioner in baseball fields! We use about 80% 
Turface with 20% compost added.  The plants are mulched 
with four inches of chopped straw and watered weekly unless it 
rains. We fertilize monthly at 1/4 strength with a kelp/fish 
emulsion solution.  Cypripediums are very sensitive to 
fertilizers.  Too much is a sure death sentence.  In winter we 
surround the tubs with bales of straw; unfortunately the tubs 

are difficult to move. 
 
Pictured is our four year old Cypripedium reginae.  It began as a two growth plant and has 
developed nicely.  C. reginae is one of the easier growers. C. kentuckiense is another good 
beginner’s plant. The red C. acaule is a very difficult choice. 
 
When you don’t have enough room to grow something tropical indoors try a native variety. But 
be sure to understand the plants’ needs, and to obtain them from a trusted grower. And try a 
couple of Cypripediums in your garden.  They are unique and most beautiful. 
 
 

WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 Pests: Early Detection - Rapid Response 

 Invasive Species are on the Move – Help Stop Them 

 Azalea Gall Fact Sheet 

 Locust Leafminer Cause of Browning Roadside Trees 

 Cornell NYSIPM Grubs in Your Lawn Brochure  

 Cornell Squash Vine Borer Control Fact Sheet 

 
.  

 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 
Saturday, August 6, 11am-3pm, Stonykill Butterfly Festival, 979 Farmstead Lane 
Wappingers Falls, Ask the Master Gardener table staffed by Master Gardener volunteer Joan 
Carol Berube. Rain date is August 7. For more information call 845-831-3800 or contact 
foundation@stonykill.org 
 

http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2016/07/19/early-detection-rapid-response/
https://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2016/07/13/invasive-species-are-on-the-move-help-stop-them/
http://plantclinic.cornell.edu/factsheets/azaleagall.pdf
http://msue.anr.msu.edu/news/locust_leaf_miner_cause_of_browning_roadside_trees
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/bitstream/handle/1813/43856/grubs-in-lawn-bro-NYSIPM.pdf?sequence=1
http://idl.entomology.cornell.edu/files/2013/11/Squash-Vine-Borer-1o1wrzj.pdf
mailto:foundation@stonykill.org
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Wednesday, August 10, 6:30 pm, LaGrange Library, 488 Freedom Plains Rd, “Root 
Cellars” by MG volunteer Mary Nisley. For more information visit www.laglib.org 
 
Saturday, August 13, 10:00 am, Stanfordville Free Library, 14 Creamery Road, Stanfordville, 
NY, “Shade Gardens”  by MG volunteer Philomena Kiernan. For more information visit 
www.stanfordlibrary.org 

Sunday, Aug 21 2016, 11 am – 2pm, The Hudson Valley Iris & Daylily Society annual sale 
at Sam’s Club, Weather Permitting. (If it is raining, the sale will be at the Poughkeepsie Galleria) 
 
Sunday, August 21, 1-4 pm, weather permitting, Vanderbilt Garden Association 
interpreters will offer FREE tours of the formal gardens at the Vanderbilt Mansion National 
Historic Site on Route 9 in Hyde Park. Tours begin at the entrance to the gardens. The 
volunteer interpreters will discuss the history of the gardens, with a focus on the Vanderbilt 
ownership and the mission of the not-for-profit Vanderbilt Garden Association to rehabilitate and 
maintain the plants, shrubs, trees, and statuary in the gardens as they were in the 1930’s just 
prior to Mr. Vanderbilt’s death. They will also provide information about three major projects the 
gardens are currently undergoing: the renovation of the Cherry Walk, the replanting of the Rose 
Garden terraces, and the rehabilitation of the Rose Garden fountain. Visitors can also visit the 
1875 Toolhouse to look at photographs of the gardens taken during and since the Vanderbilt 
era. For further information, e-mail info@vanderbiltgarden.org or visit our website at 
http://www.vanderbiltgarden.org or call 845-229-6432. 
 
 
Saturday, August 13, 10:00 am, Stanfordville Free Library, 14 Creamery Road, Stanfordville, 
NY, “Shade Gardening’ by MG volunteer Philomena Kiernan. For more information visit 
www.stanfordlibrary.org 

Saturday, September 10, 10:00 am, Stanfordville Free Library, 14 Creamery Road, 
Stanfordville, NY, “Pruning” by MG volunteer  Michelle Keeley. For more information visit 
www.stanfordlibrary.org 

Saturday September 10, 9 to noon, Millbrook Community Day, Organics Recycling exhibits 
staffed by MG volunteers Lea Cornell and Cathy Lane.  

Sunday September 11, from 2-4pm,  The Vanderbilt Garden Association will hold its third 
annual Garden Tea in a tent in the formal gardens of the Vanderbilt Mansion National Historic 
Site on Route 9 in Hyde Park. The Tea is meant to be reminiscent of those held by Louise 
Vanderbilt during the Gilded Age, so guests are encouraged to wear period costumes, or a 
fancy garden party hat. Refreshments will include a selection of teas, scones, tea sandwiches, 
cookies and cakes. There will be a speaker, live music, and a runway show presented by 
Toucan Hats. Tickets are $45 for members and $50 for non-members and must be purchased in 
advance at http://gardentea2016.brownpapertickets.com for more information contact  
www.vanderbiltgarden.org or call 845-229-6432. 
 
 
 

SUBMIT UPCOMING EVENTS 
Would you like to submit information on an upcoming gardening event to be shared in this 
newsletter?  Please send an email to Nancy Halas at nh26@cornell.edu or Joyce Tomaselli 
jdt225@cornell.edu by the 25th of each month to be included in the next month’s newsletter.  

http://www.laglib.org/
file://///CCEDCSVR/H/DataJdT/Documents/Dutchess%20Dirt/2015%20Dutchess%20Dirt/www.stanfordlibrary.org
mailto:info@vanderbiltgarden.org
http://www.vanderbiltgarden.org/
file://///CCEDCSVR/H/DataJdT/Documents/Dutchess%20Dirt/2015%20Dutchess%20Dirt/www.stanfordlibrary.org
file://///CCEDCSVR/H/DataJdT/Documents/Dutchess%20Dirt/2015%20Dutchess%20Dirt/www.stanfordlibrary.org
http://gardentea2016.brownpapertickets.com/
http://www.vanderbiltgarden.org/
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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Please include the date, time, location, a short description, cost and contact information for  
more details.   

 
 
 
 

MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

                      
Azalea galls are caused by a fungus during 
cool wet weather. They should be 
handpicked and destroyed before they turn 
white.  

This pest is most easily discovered by the 
frass on the stem of the plant it damages. 
Do you know what it is?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Need Soil pH Testing? Need Lawn or Plant Diagnosis? 
Have any gardening questions? 

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is now open for the season on each Wednesday 
morning 9am to noon. Questions can also be submitted through our website at 
www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening   
 

http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening
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NOTE: starting in September, the Horticulture Hotline will be moved to THURSDAY morning 
9am to noon, to accommodate the Master Gardener Training schedule for the class of 2016 
which will be held on Wednesdays. 
 
 
Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted any day 8:30 am to 4:00 pm. There is a 
$15 fee for samples. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab website for reliable resources and 
information on our services. Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted all year 
long.  There is a $15 fee for samples. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab page for more 
resources and information on our services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HELP SPREAD THE DIRT! Please forward a copy to anyone you think might be interested. To 
be added or removed from our e-mail list, or submit upcoming gardening events, contact Nancy 
Halas at nh26@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
Websites mentioned in Dutchess Dirt are provided as a courtesy to our readers. Mention of these websites does not imply 
endorsement by Cornell University, Cornell Cooperative Extension or by the author.  

  

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. 

The programs provided by this agency are partially funded by monies received from the County of Dutchess. 

http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/horticulture-diagnostic-lab
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

