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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW: BLACK BARN FARM 
“Mid-day in the Garden of Good and Evil” 

 
By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
The success of any garden tour depends upon the communication skills of your tour guide. 
Within minutes of its start, you can usually tell whether a visit will be educational and fun - or 
not.  So, it was with great pleasure that our group met Matt Larkin, co-owner with wife Elaine 
Grant of Black Barn Farm, who quickly proved to be up to the task. 
 
Larkin is a raconteur who delivers plant knowledge and punch-lines with style and grace.  
Sporting a head of short-cropped gray hair and 
a jaunty demeanor, his mischievous nature is 
readily apparent.  His farm and retail nursery, 
located on 3.7 acres in Richmond, 
Massachusetts, is home to a large collection of 
topiaries that are all designed and shaped by 
Larkin himself.  In addition to being a successful 
and celebrated interior designer, Larkin has 
added landscape design and topiarist to his 
resume as well. As he tells it, the road to his 
“Edward Scissorhands” gig was one that he 
came upon through necessity. 
 
The History of Black Barn Topiary 
 
How did this all begin?  Twenty years ago, when 
Larkin began laying out the formal garden plan 
for his recently purchased 1854 home, he 
became frustrated by the lack of good sources 
of large-scale topiary in the United States. 
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Intrigued by this ancient art form, (and wanting to try his hand at it), Larkin enrolled in an adult-
ed welding class at the local high school. There he discovered that he had a real talent for it, 
and soon found himself fabricating all sorts of fanciful forms to train plant material on. 
 

 
Larkin explained to our group why the business of topiary 
is not for those who seek instant gratification, since many 
grand-scale works can take decades to complete.  Despite 
that fact, he discovered that with the use of welded steel 
frames and fast-growing plants, his start-to-finish project 
time could be greatly reduced.  And since there were very 
few providers of large-scale topiary back then, Larkin felt 
his newly-formed company would be filling a need in the 
landscape community while doing so in less time. The 
topiary business also proved to be the perfect match for 
his background as a designer as well as his newly 
acquired skills as a welder. Today his company supplies 
custom-made forms for gardens and estates all over the 
country.  These hand-crafted wire frames can be installed 
and planted on site by the client, or Black Barn Topiary will 
do site-specific installations with appropriate plant 
material.  The firm also does maintenance and clipping of 
the topiaries once they are established.  
 

The Gardens 
 
Now that you have the background on the business, the gardens are where it gets interesting… 

The Larkin/Grant garden is much more than meets the eye, and only after you have completed 
the tour and processed it, are you able to put all the pieces together.  Matt Larkin has created 
elements in this garden that are unquestionably here to make you think.  First, the name: Black 
Barn Farm.  In New England this is not a paint color that is commonly used on barns.  You 
might reason (as I did) that since Larkin and his wife are interior designers, perhaps this color 
choice is a sophisticated departure from cliché. Maybe…. but maybe not.  

 
Our first stop on the garden tour is the fieldstone terrace, which features pots 
of all sizes containing lush plants in beautiful jewel-toned colors.  Comfortable 
chairs are everywhere, but wait…... that large stone coffee table – is that a 
tombstone? It is. While doing background research on Black Barn Farm I 
discovered that, yes, the tombstone/table on the terrace belonged to Matt 
Larkin’s father.  It had cracked in the cemetery, and Larkin had a new one 
made up and kept the old one to use as a top for a coffee table.  
Interesting…. 
 

Beyond the fieldstone terrace is the entrance to the formal gardens, and here we encounter a 
large topiary rabbit that stands about eight feet tall.  It is a skillfully crafted piece by Larkin, but a 
little reminiscent of the rabbit from Alice in Wonderland – is this a clue that we are about to go 
on a garden tour straight down the rabbit hole? 
 
The formal gardens on Black Barn Farm run on a central axis from the back door of the center 
hall colonial straight through to the end of the property.  We proceed from the terrace through an 
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allee of lovely hornbeam trees, and this area feels 
delightfully cool on such a hot muggy day.  The 
hornbeams point us straight to the pool area 
through lovely arched gates – gates that are 
shaped like those you might encounter when you 
reach the “pearly” ones, only these are painted the 
most vivid shade of red. As you make your way 
through these gates and around the rectangular 
pool, you come to a fountain with a large abstract 
statue of a male figure –  
 

but alarmingly the color of the water he is standing in is jet 
black. (Like if you put your hand in it you might pull out a 
snake).  I know: special dyes are used in many standing 
water features to block the sun and prevent algae growth, 
but usually these dyes are dark blue.  Could these color 
cues be intentional – black barn, black water, blood red 
gates, tombstone tables?  Am I the only one noticing all of 
this?  We exit by another gate on the left - also painted 
blood red - and out into a side garden. 
 

Next up on the tour is Matt Larkin’s large 
topiary laboratory.  This area showcases 
many of the projects he is currently 
working on as well as several new 
experimental ones. Ten soaring topiary 
columns are staged here, each featuring 
a bird on top with wings spread, ready to 
take flight.  Larkin will be shipping these 
bird-columns off soon to be used on a 
client’s estate on Long Island. Here we 
also encounter a tall pergola-shaped 
topiary with open arches all around that 

could easily fit a good-sized table and chairs inside.  As expected, there are boxes, balls, and 
spires, all skillfully crafted and made up of various types of plant material.  Larkin shares with us 
that his favorite plants for topiary are yew (Taxus), boxwood (Buxus), beech (Fagus), and 
hornbeam (Carpinus).  He feels that these woodies respond 
well to the art form, since they will not flinch when he needs to 
severely cut them back.  In fact, Larkin confesses, these plants 
will actually accelerate their growth after a sharp clip, making it 
easier for him to perfect the desired form of the topiary.  As we 
pass through this area, I notice several boxwood balls that 
have been molded into the shape of human skulls…  
 
Beyond the topiary garden there are parterres and pergolas, 
each laid out in a grid pattern and filled with unusual perennials 
and annuals.  There is a vegetable and herb garden, as well as 
colorful vines that climb on trellises.  And then I spot it off in the 
distance: deep in the woods, on an angle contrary to the 
quadrants of the rest of the gardens – my suspicions 
confirmed. 
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The Garden of Discomfort  
 
Matt Larkin merrily explains to our group that he has 
named this area “The Garden of Discomfort”.  And 
why, might you ask?  Well, to begin with, the 
entrance to this garden is a massive archway 
composed entirely of tree stumps and roots that 
have been excavated from the property and woven 
together. The first stage of discomfort might be 
having to walk under tree roots.  What image does 
that conjure up?  Possibly the illusion of being 
underground?  Hmmm…   
 

Passing through stage one, we are greeted by a 
stone presentation table of various animal skulls and 
bones, artfully arranged like a tableau in a Tim 
Burton movie.  Larkin reassures us (!) that no 
animals were intentionally killed to make this display, 
and that all were procured from either a 
slaughterhouse on a nearby farm or as forest “finds”.  
I know this is supposed to make us feel better, but 
perhaps becoming a vegetarian might hold some 
appeal for me in the near future.  
 
And lest you think this area must be devoid of greenery, you would be wrong. Larkin has taken 
great pains to feature only poisonous plants here, insuring that this garden be just as unsettling 
to vegans as well. 

Across from the “display” table is a charming little woodland house, 
but like many of the features to be found in this garden, it is 
enchanting in a “Grimm’s Fairy Tale” sort of way.  The door opens to 
a compact and dark interior – but why is this conjuring up images of 
“Hansel and Gretel” to me?  Thankfully, there are only lovely 
antiques inside, with not an oven in sight. 
 
A light moment is needed here, and Larkin’s adorable dog, Petra, 
who has been following us throughout our tour, provides it.  As if on 
cue, the over-heated pup (the temps were in the mid-90’s at that 
point) jumps into the Garden of Discomfort’s stone-grotto fountain 
and vigorously splashes us all with water.  Whew – it’s time to get 
out into the light again. 
 

In Conclusion 
 
In the garden of life, we will experience both shadow and light, sunshine and rain, joy and 
despair.  The allegories to be found in the landscape of a garden are limitless (and we won’t 
even get into the metaphors of compost!).  Death is a part of life, and maybe we need to be less 
afraid and more accepting of this fact, as Matt Larkin clearly is. His lighthearted and clever 
tongue-in-cheek views on mortality are clearly at play in this garden. Perhaps the message here 
is that life is a gift - one that should be celebrated while we are still on the daisy-side of the 
grass.  

Photos provided by the author and Kathy Smith, Master Gardener volunteers. 
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NYBG:  HAWAII, FLOWERS, ART AND GEORGIA O’KEEFFE 
By Anthula Natsoulas, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
The latest enchanting exhibition of the New York Botanical Gardens (NYBG), “Visions of 
Hawaii,” features the art of Georgia O’Keeffe.  The conservatory at the Gardens is a colorful 
show of the Hawaiian flora that inspired her work with a concurrent exhibit of her flower 
paintings.   
 
There are many beautiful art books that contain paintings and drawings of various plants.  The 
very early origin of such drawings was the need for precise depictions of herbs used for 
medicinal purposes. Later, travelers and explorers to distant lands used such drawings to bring 
back a permanent record of the unfamiliar native plants they encountered.  Botanical illustration 
and botanical art are precise representations of plants with a greater emphasis on scientific 
accuracy in the case of the former and aesthetics for the latter.   A third category is the art of 
flower painting wherein the artist puts on canvas how she or he sees the flower. 
 
Georgia O’Keeffe, an American modernist artist born in 1887, is widely associated with her 
abstract paintings of enlarged flowers in vibrant colors. Her works reflect the places in which she 
lived.  While living in Hawaii, the beauty of the flora provided the inspiration for her flower 
paintings. 
 
Early explorers to Hawaii found native plants not seen before, unique to the isolated islands, 
their soil and climate ideal for all kinds of flora.  Traveling there in canoes, the explorers brought 
with them plants new to the islands and later visitors introduced yet more plants all of which 
flourished in the hospitable climate of they encountered.  Thus, we have three categories of 
plants thriving in Hawaii:  native, canoe and post-introduction plants 
 
 
The Screw-pine (Pandanus tectorius) shown here is 
native to Hawaii although another species was 
introduced later.  Its leaves are woven into mats and its 
roots used to make ropes. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The native Maui Wormwood (Artemisia 
mauiensis) is found only on Maui, its silver 
leaves protect nearby plants by reflecting 
sunlight. 
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The plants brought to the islands by the early 
explorers on their canoes are referred to as 
“canoe plants.”  One of these is the Ti Plant 
(Cordyline fruticosa); its leaves are used to 
produce clothing, fans and kitchen tools among 
other items.  
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Also a canoe plant, the Angel’s Trumpet (Brugmansia spp.) is 
a striking flower seen in more than one of O’Keeffe’s 
paintings.  
 
 
 

 
 
As further contacts were made between the outside and Hawaii, more plants were introduced to 
the Hawaiian ecosystem where they thrived.  These are referred to as “post-contact 
introduction” flora.  Some of these are shown below. 
 

 
 
 
The Pineapple Plant (Ananas 
comosus), native to South America, 
has so successfully flourished in 
Hawaii that we almost always 
associate pineapples with Hawaii.  It 
is what is known as a multiple fruit in 
which bunches of flowers merge to 
form a single fruit. 
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The Chinese Hibiscus (Hibiscus rosa-sinensis), native to 
East Asia, found a home in Hawaii where it crossed with 
native plants to produce flowers in a variety of colors.  One 
more inspiration for O’Keeffe’s canvas. 

 
 
 
 
And the Red Ginger 
plant (Alpinia 
purpurata), native to 
some of the islands 
and introduced to 
others, has now 
spread throughout 
Hawaii and can be 
found in either red or 
pink. 
 

 
 
 

 
The vivid colors and geometric shape of the Heliconia (Heliconia spp.) has inspired O’Keeffe in 
her flower portraits. It is a tropical flower, native to the Americas, and successfully grown in 
Hawaiian gardens. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
And the Pink Ornamental 
Banana (Musa ornate), 
native to India, 
Bangladesh, and 
Myanmar, now widely 
cultivated in Hawaiian 
gardens and seen in 
O’Keeffe’s paintings. 
 
 

 
This is just a sampling of all that you will find at the NYBG Georgia O’Keeffe show.  If you have 
not yet seen this exciting exhibit, you still have an opportunity. The show runs through October 
28. Click here for more information.  
Photos courtesy of the author   

https://www.nybg.org/event/georgia-okeeffe-visions-hawaii/
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Hooray for the Dutchess County Fair 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
It was another glorious week at the fair. The weather was sunny and not too hot. Attendance 
was steady and the milkshakes were delicious. For the second year, our Home Compost 
materials were displayed on 4H hill. The “‘Ask a Master Gardener” booth was in its traditional 
place in the Horticulture building. In total we talked with almost 2000 fair goers who stopped to 
ask questions, share their experiences and learn about key topics.  
 
Master Gardener volunteers staff the displays each day from 10am to 7pm equipped with fact 
sheets addressing the most common questions and their knowledge and experience to answer 
most other questions. Horticultural fact sheets on site addressed vegetable problems, lawn 
care, trees and shrubs culture (including the perennial top question “Why didn’t my hydrangeas 
bloom?”) and common garden pests. New material from Cornell’s NYSIPM Don’t Get Ticked NY 
generated a lot of interest. The Home Composting display addressed methods, ingredients, and 
troubleshooting and also highlighted information on Jumping worms. Fairgoers who stopped to 
learn about the worms were asked to take a photo if they saw any and report them to CCEDC to   
map their locations in Dutchess County.  
 
We mainly received two types of questions. What is this? What is wrong with this?  
 
Identification is a matter of collecting enough key attributes to 
enable on-the-spot research. Photos help but not always. 
Smart phones and search capabilities help sometimes but 
often return too much information which can be imprecise. 
The collective memory of MGs staffing the booth can be 
quite successful but not always. So we bring along several 
books with comprehensive information on trees, shrubs, 
herbaceous perennials, pests and diseases.  
 
Identification is also key to proper diagnosis of problems. 
Pests and diseases are usually specific to a particular plant – 
those affecting maple trees will be different than those 
affecting tomatoes or cucumbers. Once a problem is 
correctly diagnosed appropriate control measures can be 
recommended. 
 
This year the weather was a major cause of problems with plants. April was colder than usual 
which delayed the spring growth of many perennials, trees and shrubs. May warmed up very 
quickly which caused fast, tender plant growth. June was hot and dry bringing drought stress 
and a lot of pests. July was very hot and dry which caused vegetables such as tomatoes to not 
set fruit. Then the first weeks of August were hot and very wet which caused a lot fungal 
diseases.  
 
It remains to be seen what September will bring to our gardens. Practice good gardening 
hygiene to maintain your garden’s health and prevent diseases. Remove and discard diseased 
plants, leaves and fruit. Pull weeds before they go to seed to increase air circulation and remove 
hiding places for pests. if weeds have gone to seed do not put them in your compost pile. Do 
not fertilize anything (except perhaps your lawn) this time of year – it encourages tender new 
growth which is more vulnerable to pests and diseases. And enjoy what harvest you can.   

https://nysipm.cornell.edu/whats-bugging-you/ticks/
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HORTICULTURAL CALENDAR - September 
By Joyce Tomaselli, CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator 

 
Summer is fading. The days are growing shorter. But there’s no lack of gardening opportunities!   

 This is a good time to plant trees and shrubs. The Cornell Guide for Planting and 
Maintaining Trees and Shrubs is available as a .pdf online. It is a benchmark text written for 
professional horticulturists and home owners alike. Includes reliable tips for properly 
selecting plants from nurseries, guidance for appropriate site selection, transplanting 
processes and schedules, drainage management, and soil preparation. Important tasks 
immediately following planting - from watering, mulching, staking and wrapping, to pruning, 
fertilizing and anti-desiccant application provide professionals and hobbyists with knowledge 
to ensure their trees and shrubs flourish and thrive. Regular maintenance practices, 
including tips for protecting plants during construction, and the importance of monitoring for 
insect and disease problems are included. Includes numerous drawings, tables, tips, 
historical references, and a glossary with important terms. 

 Spinach planted now will be enjoyed into October and November. 
 Divide and replant daylilies. Although some gardeners prefer to divide all perennials in 

spring, many spring and summer bloomers can be divided in early September, after 
temperatures have cooled but at least 6-8 weeks, before the ground freezes.  Read more.  

 This is the best time to control grubs in lawns. Read more. 
 The cooler temperatures, adequate moisture and less weed competition make the middle of 

August through September most favorable to sprout seeds and grow grass. Read more.   
 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS  
 

Sunday, September 16, 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, September 22, 10:00 am, Stanford Free Library, 14 Creamery Road, Stanfordville, 
NY, “Putting Your Garden to Bed” by CCEDC Master Gardener volunteer Philomena Kiernan.  

Wednesday September 26, 10:00 am, Rhinebeck Town Hall, 76 E. Market St., Rhineback 
Garden Club monthly meeting, ‘Saving Seeds” by CCEDC Master Gardener volunteer Terri 
Carriker-Thayer. Prospective new members are welcome. 
 
Saturday September 29, 11:30 am, Clinton Community Library, 1215 Centre Road, 
Rhinebeck, NY, “Ticks: A proactive approach to manage the pest and avoid its effect” 
CCEDC Community Horticulture Resource Educator Joyce Tomaselli. For more information visit 
http://clinton.lib.ny.us/ or email ClintonProgramming@gmail.com or call 266-5530 

https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/3572
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/3572
http://chemung.cce.cornell.edu/resources/dividing-perennials
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/43856
http://turf.cals.cornell.edu/lawn/lawn-care-the-easiest-steps-to-an-attractive-environmental-asset/starting-fresh/plan-ahead/
mailto:info@vanderbiltgarden.org
http://www.vanderbiltgarden.org/
http://clinton.lib.ny.us/
mailto:ClintonProgramming@gmail.com
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CCEDC Arlington Continuing Education Classes 
“Fall” in Love with Gardening All Year 

 
The arrival of autumn does not mean you need to stop gardening. Learn about great fall garden 
activities from CCEDC Master Gardener Volunteers. Four classes are offered. Each class is $15 
and is from 6:30 to 9:00 pm in classroom 1119 at Arlington High School, 1157 Route 55, 
Lagrangeville.  Register online  (Scroll down to see lists of classes) or call 845-486-4860 ext. 
32102. 
 
Putting the Garden to Bed in the Fall 
What you do to clean up your garden in the Fall can protect your garden through all kinds of 
winter weather, and make for an even more welcome spring. Learn too how to tuck in plants 
such as garlic to harvest next year.   
Course #2291   ▪   Tue 10/2 
 
Dividing Perennials 
Is there a traffic jam in your garden? Are your perennials getting floppy or losing vigor? Do you 
want to multiply your favorites for other spaces in your garden or for friends? This presentation 
will give you the Why, When and How of dividing perennials with different root systems, as well 
as planting and caring for your new divisions. 
Course #2492   ▪   Thu 10/11 
 
Extending Your Growing Season 
Extend your growing season for continued harvests of cool weather 
veggies! Learn to build a low cost poly-tunnel from inexpensive, readily-
available materials, to mount on top of an existing raised bed. 
Course #29493   ▪   Thu 10/18 
 
Deer Defense:   
How to Co-exist with the Wiliest of Wildlife 
There are lots of ways to garden in Dutchess County without sacrificing all your hard work to 
marauding deer. This presentation uses Cornell research-proven methods in three categories: 
Barriers, Repellents and Alternative Landscape Choices. You will be given several resources 
and the best ideas available for deer-resistant landscape plants and perennials. 
Course #2494   ▪   Thu 10/25 
 

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. 

WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 NYSIPM Bugs in your bed? IPM solution at your fingertips. 

 Brown marmorated stink bugs and Green stink bugs 

 Green stink bug presence in Hudson Valley Orchards 

 Fall webworms 

 NYSIPM: Stop the Bite – Mosquito IPM 
 

Stink bug nymphs 

https://arlingtonschools.revtrak.net/Continuing-Education
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
mailto:jdt225@cornell.edu
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2018/08/30/bugs-in-your-bed-ipm-solution-at-your-fingertips/
http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/creatures/veg/bean/brown_marmorated_stink_bug.htm
http://entnemdept.ufl.edu/creatures/veg/bean/green_stink_bug.htm
https://blogs.cornell.edu/jentsch/2018/08/22/green-stink-bug-presence-in-hudson-valley-orchards-aug-22nd-2018/
http://idl.entomology.cornell.edu/wp-content/uploads/Fall-Webworm.pdf
http://blogs.cornell.edu/nysipm/2018/08/03/stop-the-bite-mosquito-ipm/
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MONTHLY ID QUIZ 
 

             
This native plant is Viburnum lentago, Nannyberry 
Virburnum, It blooms in late May and has fruit (called 
drupes) which are dark blue. Surprisingly, on August 21 
the bush had both fruit and new flowers (center photo).    

This parasitic plant is native to 
our area. Do you know what it 
is? (The plant it is on is a native 
too.)  

 

 
 

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

 
The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is open April through August each Wednesday from 
9am to noon.  In September and October the Hotline will be open on Thursday to 
accommodate new MG Training which will be is on Wednesdays. Questions can also be 
submitted to 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/

