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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW: 
LOCUST GROVE’S HEIRLOOM PEONIES 

By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
When we think of venerable old plant species, the first thing that comes to mind are trees.  
Many varieties of trees live for centuries.  Visit any of the Civil War battlegrounds, and you can 
still find what the guidebooks call “witness trees”; ancient and gnarled old sentries that sport 
cannonballs in their trunks. But these watchmen are babies compared to “Methuselah”, the 
bristle cone pine found in the White Mountains of Inyo National Forest in California, who 
scientists estimate to be over 4,800 years old!  As gardeners, we know that planting a sapling 
today is an endowment to the generations that will come after us, since most trees, (like most 
gardeners!) don’t even hit their stride until they are at least 50-60 years old. 
 
Perennials, contrary to their classification, are short-lived.  Unless we consistently divide and 
propagate them, many species will die out in a few years.  And these are the hardier ones, since 
many of the finicky varieties will disappear after only one or two seasons. The rule breaker in 
this category is the peony, that wonderful deciduous shrub-like plant that is sure to outlive the 
gardener who plants it. 
 
Proof of the peony’s longevity is found in the heirloom 
collection of these beautiful perennials that grow and 
thrive at the Hudson Valley estate of Locust Grove in 
Poughkeepsie. This property, located along the eastern 
banks of the Hudson River, was farmed by the Livingston 
family throughout the 1700’s. In 1847, it was purchased 
by inventor and painter Samuel Morse, who started 
designing it in earnest to reflect the Romantic 
landscaping movement made famous by garden 
designer Andrew Jackson Downing.  In 1895, the Young 
family of Poughkeepsie acquired the estate, and added 
extensively to the gardens.  Credit for many of the 
gardens around the house today must be given to 
matriarch Martha Young, an avid plant collector who, like 
many of us, just couldn’t say no to an interesting new 
plant. Martha loved peonies, and she planted both tried- 
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and-true varieties along with the newer and showier cultivars.  Her daughter, Alice Innes Young, 
followed in her footsteps, and in 1975 created a not-for-profit foundation to preserve the estate 
and gardens for the enjoyment of generations to come. 
 

Throughout the years many of the other perennials that Martha 
cultivated on the property were lost to time, but fortunately for 
the horticultural staff at the foundation, Martha kept a journal of 
all her acquisitions.  This journal is a fascinating look at just 
what plants were available to her, and gives a detailed history 
of Martha’s journey as a gardener and plant collector.  Peonies 
featured prominently in these lists, and along with their names 
Martha also included what colors the flowers were.  And while 
this documentation was very helpful, it is important to note that 
many of these cultivars are unheard of today, and the locations 
of where they were planted at the estate were sketchy at best. 
The peonies were still there, but scattered and unlabeled. 

 
Susan MacAvery, the current horticulturist for Locust Grove, explained how the staff and 
volunteers had their work cut out for them in dividing and re-establishing Martha’s heirloom 
peonies.  Many of the areas where they were located had become neglected and overgrown, so 
the decision was made to move all of the peonies into a 
garden exclusively for them. This relocation presented a 
challenge for the staff, both in detective work and 
painstaking documentation.  Each relocated peony 
needed to bloom so that it could be (hopefully) identified, 
photographed, and labeled.  Think of how difficult it 
would be to try to classify a variety of peony without its 
flowers– impossible!  And to add to the confusion, Susan 
related that depending upon weather conditions and soil 
amendments, some peony flower colors can vary a bit 
each season, (think of a hydrangea in either acid or 
alkaline soil - although not as dramatic a color change) 
which further muddies the identification process.  Many 
years later the peony beds at Locust Grove are still a 
work in progress, with some varieties being positively 
identified and labeled, while others are assigned a 
number and a “to be determined” status for further 
observation.  As Susan explained, they may never know 
the names of them all. 

 
While some of their identities will forever be a mystery, this peony garden 
in spring is still a lovely sight to behold.  Since peonies can bloom either 
early, middle, or late season, there is sure to be a cultivar in flower for 
several weeks in May and June.  And while the colors are either subtle or 
dramatic depending upon the variety, the fragrance of these plants is 
truly intoxicating – just the tonic a gardener needs after a long cold 
winter!  At the time of our visit, the estate had opened its grounds to 
several groups of plein air painters - all busy at their easels trying to 
capture the beauty of it all.  Martha and Alice would surely have been 
delighted by it … 
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In the fall, Locust Grove conducts a fundraiser which features peony root stock for sale to the 
public.  The varieties vary year to year depending upon what needs to be divided.  At the time of 
our visit, Susan recommended that we jot down which flowers we liked and come back in the fall 
to purchase them.  This sale is always well attended and their stock sells out very quickly. 

 
Locust Grove also has many events and educational programs 
open to the public throughout the year, and you can check out 
their schedule at www.lgny.org. There are house tours May 
through November, and you can stop in at their Visitor Center 
and Gift Shop from April 1st through December 31st daily from 
10am-5pm.  The gardens and grounds are open year-round 
from 8:00 am to dusk, weather permitting. 

 
Photos courtesy of the author.  

 
 

 
AUGUST GARDEN $ENSE - A FRUGAL WAY TO GARDEN 

By Victoria Rolfe, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer  
                                             
To read previous articles in this series go to CCEDutchess.org/gardening/dutchess-dirt. 
                                             
Unbelievably enough our last full summer month is upon us. Although we have been picking 
and eating our produce from those first tender lettuce leaves and radishes in the spring, it 
seems that suddenly at this time of the summer our gardens burst forth, exploding with a 
generous bounty of fresh vegetables to harvest by the basketful! In this month it can actually be 
hard to keep up with all those zucchinis, summer squash, cucumbers, green beans, peppers, 
and tomatoes, in addition to the ongoing lettuce, carrots, beets, kale, and other greens. 
Remember to continue to pick early and often (Frugal Tip #19) for continued production. 
 

 
 
At this point, as the bowls of produce begin to pile up in your kitchen, you may find yourself 
unable to keep up with eating your cornucopia of garden delights. You can, of course, share the 
bounty with appreciative neighbors and friends. Though try not to burden them with too much of 
a good thing, especially that (sometimes dreaded) prolific zucchini! And even more especially 
not those baseball bat sized ones that got away from you before you got out there to pick them!  
 

http://www.lgny.org/
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/dutchess-dirt
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But this column is about frugality, so rather than devising ways to give away of our produce, we 
want to think in terms of ways we can make use of it. 
 
Frugal Tip #20 – Freeze Your Garden Veggies. There are a great many home grown vegetables 
that can be frozen for use during the rest of the year. These include carrots, beets, green beans, 
cabbage, tomatoes, and yes, even that prolific zucchini and summer squash. 
 
Most vegetables will not do well if frozen raw but will require blanching (partial cooking) before 
they are frozen. This process is very simple and only requires a few minutes cooking time. First 
put a pot of water on to boil, and then chop your veggies into the desired shape and size for 
freezing. Immerse them into the boiling water for just 2-3 minutes, and then remove them and 
plunge them into ice water to stop the cooking process. Do not place them immediately into the 
freezer bags and containers or they will stick together, but rather lay them 
out to dry on paper towels for a little while, and then place them on a 
cookie sheet in a single layer in the freezer. When frozen, then place them 
into a ziplock baggie or freezer container. This way they will freeze 
individually, and it will be easy to take out just the amount you want for 
your future recipes. Don’t forget to label! 
 
Your thawed vegetables will not be used as you would raw vegetables, but rather for cooking 
recipes. There are a few vegetables that allow you to forgo the blanching process when 
freezing, making it even more simple to preserve them. You can slice up tomatoes and place 
them raw directly onto the cookie sheets in the freezer, or even simpler if they are small 
tomatoes you can just freeze them whole. As they lose their raw consistency upon thawing, 
these too will be used only for cooking when thawed. You can also do this with cut up peppers 
as well. And, while sliced zucchini and yellow squash do require blanching before freezing, if 
you want to grate them, you can freeze them in this manner without blanching. 
 
Another option that I often employ is to cook recipes and freeze the entire dish to enjoy a ready-
made meal at a later time in the year. This works well with things like eggplant parmesan, 
zucchini pie, homemade tomato sauce, lasagna, and other casseroles. 
 
Frugal Tip #21 – Can Your Produce. If you want to invest in some canning equipment, this is an 
excellent way to preserve much of your garden produce. 
 
Frugal Tip # 21 part II – Free Canning Supplies. There are many people out there who are done 
with their gardening and canning years, so remember to ask around, and to check things like 
yard sales, or Craig’s List for some free supplies, if you decide to give canning a try. 
 
As we are in the midst of all this picking and eating and preserving this year’s garden bounty, it 
is also time to start looking forward to next year’s frugal garden, so here’s another thing you can 
be doing now. 

Frugal Tip # 22 – Let Some of your Vegetable Plants go to Seed. 
If you just let them continue to grow, many of your crops will go 
on to produce seeds for next year. They 
will usually do this by bolting (growing 
tall), and then blossoming into some 
very pretty little flowers. This will happen 
if you just stop picking crops such as 
lettuce, and other greens, radishes, 
beets, broccoli, and some herbs, such Lettuce plants going to seed.  Radish plants going to seed.  
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as dill and basil. This requires nothing more on your part than to leave the plant alone and let 
the magic happen. Next month I will discuss what to do with these flowering plants.  

 
And yes, you can also save seeds from your fruiting crops (peppers, tomatoes, squash, etc.), by 
just scooping out the seeds and leaving them to dry, and then storing them in (labeled!) 
envelopes in an airtight container in the fridge. This process is best done with your heirloom (or 
non-hybrid) varieties, as second generation hybrid seeds may not grow true to their parent 
plants and thus may lose some of the qualities for which they were hybridized. 
 
To save your pod vegetables, such as string 
beans or snow peas, just stop picking when the 
plants are nearing their end of production and let 
the remaining beans grow “beany” and dry out on 
the plant. Then just remove the beans from the 
pods and store in labeled envelopes as before. 
 
This is a very busy and productive month in our 
garden season, but don’t be overwhelmed. After 
this, things will begin to wind down. Just enjoy 
and delight in those lovely warm end-of-summer 
days and your rich garden bounty. 

Photos courtesy of the author.  
 
 

SURPRISE OR SERENDIPITY? 
By Nancy Swanson, CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteer  

 
It was a surprise, defined as “unexpected”, but I've been trying to figure out if this was 
serendipity, defined as “finding interesting or valuable things by chance”.  My invasives survey 
partner (see June 2017 Dutchess Dirt) and I were walking in the woods looking low and high for 
those aggressive aliens when suddenly "What's that?"  She pointed to a moderately tall tree off 
the trail about 15 feet with what looked like small papery green Japanese lanterns hanging from 
the branches.  
 
We were in the 105-acre Winnakee Nature Preserve close to the FDR Historic Site in Hyde 
Park.  We took a time-out from our survey, took some photos of the tree, and made some notes.  
Later that day I opened an e-mail from my partner to read that her online research pointed to the 
identification--American bladdernut, Staphylea trifolia, a native plant.   
 
Some sources refer to it as a tree and others as a shrub.  It seems to be caught between the 
two definitions:  "tree"--A woody plant usually with a single main stem and generally growing 

more than 20 feet tall; "shrub"--A woody plant usually growing 
with several strong stems and less than 15 feet maximum 
height."  My favorite native plant reference, Donald J. 
Leopold’s Native Plants of the Northeast, includes the 
bladdernut in the shrubs chapter, but my observation was of a 
single main stem.  It was described as a native plant ranging 
from southern Quebec, west to Minnesota and Oklahoma and 
south to Florida.  Neither of us plant detectives had ever 
heard of it. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/24307/Dutchess_Dirt_June_2017.pdf?1498770146
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What was this unusually named and seemingly uncommon plant doing in the dark woods of 
Hyde Park?  A kiosk at the Winnakee Preserve's parking lot informs that the land was once 
owned by Colonel Archibald Rogers (1851/1852?-1928), a gentleman farmer.  He came from a 
family of modest means in Hyde Park, attended Yale University and married a woman from a 
very wealthy Pennsylvania family.  In 1883 he bought the first of a dozen farms in Hyde Park.  
When his purchases were complete, he had an 899 acre estate, which he called "Crumwold."  
He had a particular interest in forest management and is known for having shared his 
knowledge with the young Franklin Roosevelt, introducing him to the trees of the Hudson Valley.   
Given the Colonel's interests, I wondered if he had brought the bladdernut to Crumwold.  Of 
course as a native plant it could have arrived there of its own volition.   
 
The bladdernut thrives in zones 4 to 8 in moist, well-drained soil.  It grows to about 15 feet with 
arching branches.  One reference says it prefers sun or partial shade, but another says shade 
or partial shade when it will tolerate dry soil.  It does well in nearly neutral soil with pH 6.5 - 7.5.  
We saw it in deep shade on a rocky ledge.  Although the fruit is attention grabbing, the mid-
spring flowers are also attractive--white, bell-shaped, in a drooping cluster about 2 inches long.   
 
An online resource of the Missouri Botanical Garden provides encouraging information about 
this plant for anyone considering adding it to their estate as Colonel Rogers may have.  
Described as easily grown and fast growing, its water needs 
are dry to medium, and maintenance is low.  It tolerates 
drought, heavy shade, clay soil, dry soil, and shallow-rocky 
soil but does prefer moist soils.  Flowers and fruit are each 
described as "showy."  It has no serious insect or disease 
problems.  Its garden uses are native plant gardens, 
naturalized areas, shade gardens and woodland areas.  
The "inflated, bladder-like, egg-shaped, papery seed 
capsules" can persist on the tree, adding winter-interest to 
the garden or can be cut for dried-flower arrangements.  Its 
botanical name comes from the Greek "staphyle" referring 
to the cluster arrangement of the flowers and the leaf 
composed of three leaflets. 
 
I've added a walk to my 2018 calendar to find the bladdernut flowers in early May.  It will be fun 
to see what other surprises the Winnakee Preserve has for me then as well.   I think it was 
serendipity.     

 

 
BEFORE YOU GARDEN, GRAB SOME SLEEVES 

By Joyce Tomaselli, Community Horticulture Resource Educator  

 
In July’s Dutchess Dirt we cautioned gardeners “Before you garden, grab some gloves”. 
Feedback from readers sharing their experiences has inspired this follow-on article.  
 
Plants can cause us distress in many ways. Some cause allergic reactions when we inhale their 
pollen. (It’s almost ragweed season!) Others cause gastric distress when we consume their fruit. 
There are many which cause irritation when they touch our skin.  
 
Some plants have irritant sap and should be handled carefully when stems are cut or leaves are 
bruised. Examples include Clematis, Narcissus species and Euphorbias. Some plants, as 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/24308/Dutchess_Dirt_July_2017.pdf?1498770163
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explained last month, are phototoxic plants. Their sap it not irritating in itself, but once it is on 
our skin and then exposed to sunlight, it can cause a chemical burn. Lesser known examples 
include Fennel, Sneezeweed and Queen Anne’s Lace.  Some plants are prickly including Hops, 
Miscanthus and the infamous Stinging Nettle. And we’ve all encountered plants which cause 
allergic dermatitis in some individuals. Surprising examples include Garlic, Marigolds and Tulips.  
 
Especially when you’re reaching under shrubs or between herbaceous perennials think about 
the bare skin on your arms. A long sleeved shirt is a handy addition to your garden tool bag.  

 
WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 Got Late Blight in your Garden? Here’s What to Do. 

 Cornell Vegetable Growing Guides 

 Cornell Vegetable MD Online 

 Biocontrols for Invasive Pest Help Save Mountain Forests 

 Ground Nesting Bees in Your Backyard 

 What is Plein Air Painting? 

 University of Vermont Potentially Harmful Perennials 

 Clearweed 

 
UPCOMING EVENTS 

 
Saturday, August 5, 10:00 am, Stanford Free Library, 14 Creamery Road, Stanfordville, NY, 
“Invasive Species” by CCEDC Master Gardener volunteer Michelle Keeley. For more 
information visit www.stanfordlibrary.org 

Sunday, August 6, 10am – 2pm, Rhinebeck Farmers’ Market, 61 E. Market Street, Rhinebeck 
NY 12572, Master Gardener Volunteers will answer gardening and composting questions. For 
more information visit www.rhinebeckfarmersmarket.com 

Saturday and Sunday, August 19 & 20, from dawn to dusk, Frank and Lois Van Zanten will 
open their private gardens for public viewing at 138 Wilbur Avenue, Poughkeepsie. Their garden 
was recently past of Garden Conservancy Open Days. Click here to read the details. For more 
information call the Van Zanten’s at 845-473-1464 
 
Wednesday, August 16, 1:00 pm, Howland Library, 313 Main Street, Beacon “Cutting 
Gardens” by MG Volunteer Susan Kavy. For more information visit www.beaconlibrary.org 

 

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.  
Please include the date, time, location, a short description, cost and contact information for  
more details.   
 
 

Got%20late%20blight%20in%20your%20garden?%20Here’s%20what%20to%20do.
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scene0391.html
http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2017/07/06/biocontrols-for-invasive-pest-help-save-mountain-forests/
https://entomology.cals.cornell.edu/extension/wild-pollinators/native-bees-your-backyard
http://www.artistdaily.com/topics/plein-air-art
http://www.uvm.edu/~pass/perry/oh63harm.html
https://www.cs.rochester.edu/~nelson/wildflowers/make_page.php?flower_dname=flower_data/urticaceae/clearweed
file://///CCEDCSVR/H/DataJdT/Documents/Dutchess%20Dirt/2015%20Dutchess%20Dirt/www.stanfordlibrary.org
http://www.rhinebeckfarmersmarket.com/
https://www.gardenconservancy.org/open-days/garden-directory/frank-and-lois-van-zanten
http://www.beaconlibrary.org/
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
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MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

         
This surprisingly annoying wseed is clearweed, Pilea 
pumila. It has a fleshy, translucent, smooth green stem 
and small green flowers. It prefers shady areas and 
tends to “hide” under shrubs or taller perennials. The 
plant is easy to pull but spreads quickly by seed.  

This native tree has distinctive seeds 
which give it its common name. Do 
you know that it is? Hint: Its seeds 
look like a vine’s seed which are 
used in making beer.  

 
 
 

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

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 opens April 5 each Wednesday from 9am to noon.  
Questions can also be submitted through our website at www.CCEDutchess.org/gardening   
 
Samples for identification or diagnosis can be submitted Monday through Friday, 8:30 am to 
4:00 pm all year long. There is a $15 fee for samples. Visit our Horticulture Diagnostic Lab 
website for reliable 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
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
http://www.ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

