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Sweet Violets 

The month of February reminds us of romance and love. Our Master Gardener Volunteers 
recently viewed the movie Sweet Violets, Tobe Carey’s documentary on the incredible violet-
growing industry in Dutchess County from the 1890’s until after WW II. 
Favorite cultivars of Viola odorata included ‘Marie Louise’, ‘Swanley 
White’, ‘Princess Mary’ and ‘Frey’s Fragrant’. They were popular gifts 
especially for Valentine’s Day, Easter, and Harvard/Yale football 
games. The growers successfully dealt with many challenges such as 
heating with coal, picking the flowers and transporting the fresh 
bouquets by train throughout the Northeast. They used enormous 
amounts of manure to augment the soil. And they dealt with 
nematodes, botrytis, green aphids and red spiders. But in the end, 
violets fell out of fashion and the greenhouses closed.  
 
As you dream of spring, look forward to finding some wild violets for a small bouquet to share. 

   
A Horticultural Marriage  

By Mary Grosskopf, Master Gardener Volunteer 
First in a series: Companion Planting 

 
Once upon a time, a bit more than 15 years ago, a young engineer who enjoyed growing 
vegetables met a young college administrator who loved growing flowers. They were just made 
for each other. He, with the disciplined, straight rows reflecting his upper Midwest heritage and 
she, with her cottage-garden approach to letting flowers seed and reseed each according to 
their own personal happiness, seemed destined for a happy life together.  In today’s horticultural 
language, they represented the best of companion planting and a polycultural approach to 
living. 
 
One of their first dates was to the Dutchess County Fair where they admired her flower entries 
and together strolled the vegetable entries admiring the vast bounty grown by other local 
gardeners. They wondered just how others could accomplish such perfection. Well, time and 
resources became an apparent answer to these young lovers looking to create their own such 
future bliss. He saw a 10 year plan. She, disheartened by such far-off planning, couldn’t wait to 
get home to the turning fork where only weekends of hard labor and Advil stood between her 
and her dreams. 
 



February 2014  Page 2 
 

As the summer of their young love turned into fall, so did the urge to transplant since, after all, 
fall is the best time for planting! They had already discussed that they would marry the next 
summer and then live in his house. So, while the propriety of separate living arrangements still 
prevailed, there was no reason that her happy perennials couldn’t begin to cohabitate at his 
place over the coming winter months.  
 
When her station wagon arrived one 
lovely October afternoon with a trunk full 
of perennial divisions, her surprised 
fiancé came out to greet her with a 
cautious kiss. “Darling, what are all 
these?” he said with a special sigh that 
she would soon learn was reserved just 
for her eager gardening endeavors. 
“They’re divisions from Mom’s garden 
which I’ve tended for years. They need 
to be part of our life together” she 
replied, with a slightly hurt and over-
protective tone to her voice. “But, 
Darling,” he said gently “the small flower 
bed by the house is already just the 
right size, don’t you think? We don’t 
want to make the flower beds too big, do we?” “Oh no, certainly not TOO big” she happily 
responded, turning fork already in hand “we just want to pull the little garden out a bit more from 
the house…it would look more balanced if it were larger and a bit curved…and then we want to 
look to the sunny part of the back yard to start lavender for our wedding…and then we should 
talk about adding some bushes to your rose garden for my wedding bouquet! Oh, and if you 
wanted to talk about expanding your vegetable garden…. Honey, where did you go? Honey? 
Honey??”   
 
Resistance proved futile for the young fiancé as the soon-to-be bride unleashed the confines of 
the modest flower beds from their boarders. You see, everything looks so mulched and 
motionless when you garden in the autumn in the North East where even the hardiest weeds 
know to duck the eyes of an ambitious bride by going dormant underground as they lie in wait 
for her energies to subside. Weeds are patient and worries of overexpansion are for another 
day since young love and home ownership know no bounds but the romantic bliss of tumbling 
flower beds and the joys of companion gardening. “Right, honey?”  
 

 
THROUGH THE HEDGEROW 

SAVING OUR HEIRLOOMS ONE SEED AT A TIME 
By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
It has been a long and difficult voyage, but there in the distance he sees it:  Lady Liberty in all 
her glory, her torch lighting the path to the future. He has little in the way of possessions, but 
tucked into his tattered satchel he carries a family treasure worth more to him than gold: 
precious seeds from his homeland.  Seeds that have been handed down from one generation to 
the next, seeds that have produced the meals, traditions, and tales of his ancestors for 
centuries.  This new world may be full of uncertainties, but at least he will still have, through 
these seeds, the precious memories and flavors of his native land….. 
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Interesting …..Who would have thought that seeds could be a family heirloom much like jewelry 
or furniture? From our modern perspective, we probably don’t even think that much about seeds 
at all.  The only time we might give them some serious attention is at this time of year, when the 
garden catalogs start to pile up and we need to place our seed orders for spring.  While winter 
rages outside our windows, we curl up in a comfy chair and start marking pages.  And what 
might our seed buying priorities be?   Our picks may range from a new variety that looks nice, to 

plants that are rated as top performers – but most of us do 
not even think about how site-specific our selections might 
be, or the fact that many of these catalogs stock their seed 
from places all over the United States where conditions and 
soils may vary greatly from our own.  The most productive 
tomato plant in Wisconsin could be a total bust in Upstate 
New York, and most times it is.  And many of these plants 
grown from seed are hybrids, so even if they worked well in 
our gardens their genetics have been cross-pollinated, 
rendering their saved seed unstable and useless to us for 
future crops.  We are then dependent upon the seed 
companies and must reorder again next spring.  What is the 
answer?  At one point there must have been edible plants 
that were indigenous to this region, plants that over time 
were adapted to our soils and climate and whose seeds 
could be saved to grow true to form, yet where have they all 
gone?  There are many factors that have been responsible 
for this disappearance, from societal changes to Agri-
business to the decline of family farms, yet one thing is 

certain: many of our heirloom seeds have been lost forever and they won’t be coming back.   
 
This sad state of affairs greatly troubled Ken Greene of Accord, N.Y., who had long been an 
advocate for the use and preservation of the Hudson Valley’s local heirloom seed heritage.  
Determined to do something about this, Ken came up with a rather unusual and creative 
solution, no doubt inspired by his job as a librarian at the Gardiner Public Library.  Why not 
“lend” out heirloom seed to interested gardeners on the condition that they grow them, harvest 
the crop, and then “return” the next generation of seeds for future users?  What a simple yet 
profound concept!  In 2004 The Hudson Valley Seed Library was, um, germinated, and has 
been growing steadily ever since.  In 2008, encouraged by the success and public support of his 
project, Ken teamed up with partner Doug Muller to develop the Library into a farm-based small 
business with a very important mission: the continued preservation of heirloom and open-
pollinated seeds. 
 
Many of the seeds offered at The 
Hudson Valley Seed Library are 
produced on Ken and Doug’s small farm 
in Accord, N.Y.  It is here that they 
develop and trial many of their varieties, 
producing hundreds of pounds of seed 
each year. The farm also tests new 
plant specimens through breeding 
projects designed to improve 
characteristics of plants that work well in 
our region.  As Ken explained, genetic 
modification occurs on a natural level all 
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the time – it is nature’s way of producing a better adapted product.  (This is different than what 
the Bio-tech companies are producing in their factories, which would be described more 
accurately as genetic engineering). Other sources of seed for the Library include local farmers, 
backyard gardeners of heirloom plants, and wholesale seed companies that are not controlled 
or affiliated with bio-tech industries.  The farmstead was declared a Certified Organic farm and a 
Certified Organic Handler by NOFA – NY in May 2013. 
 
The Hudson Valley Seed Library has also been concerned with the disappearance of the ethnic 

traditions and folk stories that have become extinct along with 
the many plant varieties. To help put back some of the 
“culture” in this agriculture, The Seed Library makes it a point 
not to use stock photos or illustrations on the covers of their 
seed packets.  Instead, they commission artists (in diverse 
media) who depict their vegetable and flower subjects with 
imagination and personality.  This year close to 200 artists, 
from the novice to the celebrated, have applied for 
commissions to illustrate the artwork on 20 available seed 
packets. The lucky 20 are then chosen to create a one-of-a-
kind portrayal for a new plant variety.  Ken reports that many 
of these artists come from the Northeast and quite a few are 
enthusiastic gardeners. 

 
The Seed Library will continue to expand its mission into the 
future, and this year they will be moving into a new on-site 
warehouse and office building.  This new facility will allow them 
to expand their catalog offerings as well as encourage visitors 
to the farm for educational programs. Their online catalog and 
blog also serve as instruction manuals and are filled to the brim 
with gardening tips, techniques, seeds, artwork, and 
information for home gardeners and small farmers. You may 
also sign up for their “Seeder’s Digest” newsletter and order 
seeds at www.seedlibrary.org.  
 

 
 
Here is a schedule of some of their upcoming events: 
February: Art of the Heirloom exhibition at the Arts Center of the 
Capital Region 
March: Pop-Up Seed Library at the Philadelphia Flower Show 
April: Art of the Heirloom at the Horticultural Society of New York 
 
With all the assaults that are raged upon our environment lately, 
it is refreshing to see individuals who see a problem in the world, 
and then take steps to remedy it.  We wish these “seedy 
characters” the best of luck in their mission! 
 

All photos courtesy of seedlibrary.org  
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RHUBARB 
By Mary Nisley, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Rhubarb is one of the first signs of spring in my 
garden. The reddish knobs break through the soil 
surface in mid-to-late March, just a few days before 
the first crocuses bloom. Within a couple of weeks the 
leaves start to unfurl and by early May I'm harvesting 
stalks. 

Rhubarb is a cool season perennial. Although 
technically a vegetable, in our cooking we use the tart 
stems like a fruit. A well-established planting will return 
year after year to provide one of the first harvests of 
the season. 

The easiest way to start a rhubarb patch is by planting 'crowns'. A crown is a piece of the root, 
containing at least one leaf bud. Crowns should be planted in early spring, late March to early 
April, as soon as the soil can be worked. Please see the Cornell growing guides for planting 
directions.  

Dormant crowns are available at nurseries in the early spring and slightly later plants started 
from crowns are available. Another option is to find a gardening friend with an established patch 
and help them divide their planting in the early spring. That's how I started my planting fifteen 
years ago and it's been going strong ever since. 

 Although rhubarb prefers full sun, my planting does 
quite well in part shade. It is thriving is a section of the 
garden that is too shady for most other vegetables. My 
rhubarb grows inside the fenced vegetable garden 
however Rutgers says the plant is seldom bothered by 
deer so it might be a candidate for a perennial border. 

Rhubarb enjoys moist, well-drained soil. When I notice 
my planting doing poorly, producing stalks the size I see 
in grocery stores, it is always a dry spring. However, as 
soon as the rains begin, stalks shoot up and leaves 
enlarge with the longest stalks reaching 20-24” and the 
biggest leaves 2' edge to edge – very impressive! Thick 
mulch helps to preserve moisture and prevent weeds in 
the rhubarb patch. 

To harvest rhubarb, slide your hand down a leaf stalk to the base, hold firmly and twist off. 
Harvest can continue for 8-10 weeks though usually in the heat of our summers, quality starts to 
deteriorate. Only the leaf stalks are edible; the leaves themselves are poisonous due to the 
concentration of oxalic acid. Leaves may be discarded in the compost pile where the oxalic acid 
will decompose. 

The first sign of spring...emerging rhubarb. 

A mature rhubarb plant. 
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In May, rhubarb will form flower buds 
which quickly shoot up into spectacular 
4'-5' tall flower clusters with a distinctive 
musky smell. Remove the buds 
(especially in the first year) by pruning the 
stalk at the base. This conserves plant 
strength for leaf production.   
With our unusually cold January, it's 
difficult to believe the rhubarb will be 
emerging in only 6-8 weeks. But I'll be in 
the garden looking for it and preparing to 
plant the spring peas.  

 

 

Learn It, Grow It, Eat It! 

CCEDC Vegetable Gardening for Beginners 
 
Interested in growing fresh, organic vegetables? Want to perk up your meals with fresh herbs 
from outside your kitchen door? Don't know where to start? 
 
With this Learn It & Grow It course you may be harvesting your first salad in June, and still 
eating fresh veggies from your own garden come November.  
 
In five sessions taught by Dutchess County’s Master Gardeners, you will learn how to: 

 Choose your location & prepare your site 

 Plant with seeds or transplants 

 Weed, mulch, thin, and trellis 

 Protect your site from critters 

 Harvest! 
 
You will walk through step-by-step instructions for growing peas, radishes, cucumbers, beans, 
chives, carrots, onions, herbs, tomatoes, squash, peppers, beets, all kinds of greens, and more.  
We even provide some seed or plants so you can plant immediately. Each class provides plenty 
of time to answer your questions. 
 
Cost:    $75 for five Monday classes 
Dates:  March 31, April 7, 21, 28, and May 5  
  Note: no class on April 14, schools are closed for spring break  
Time:   6:30-8:30pm 
Location: The Beacon Family Resource Center, 23 West Center St., Beacon, NY. 
 
In each class we'll cover what you need to know and do in your garden the following week. We 
cover vegetables that can be grown in a small space (even in pots) or on trellises. 

To register, contact Nancy Halas nh26@cornell.edu 
845-677-8223 ext.115 

 
 

A rhubarb bud cluster. A mature rhubarb plant. 

mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
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MASTER GARDENER PLANT SALE GIFT CERTIFICATES 
A great gift for your special Valentine! 

 

Gift certificates are now available for our Master Gardener 
Plant Sale on May 16 & 17, 2014. Our plant sale features a 
wonderful selection of healthy annuals (flowering and 
foliage), perennials, vegetables and herbs. All plants are 
grown by our Master Gardener volunteers. We offer personal 
service! Volunteers will be available during the plant sale to 
answer gardening questions, to help make plant selections 
and to bring plants to cars if needed.  
 
These certificates are a welcome gift for any gardener! 
Certificates may be purchased for any amount and are not 
redeemable for cash. We depend on the continued success of 
the plant sale to continue our educational programming. Your 
support is needed and greatly appreciated!  

 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
 

Thursday March 6, CCEDC Philadelphia Flower Show Bus Trip, 8am to 9:30 pm. $70 fee 
includes transportation and admission. Pre-registration is required. Call Nancy Halas at  
845-677-8223 Ext. 115. No refunds after February 14th, substitutions are allowed.  
 
Saturday, March 15, Connecticut Master Gardener Association 21st Annual Gardening 
Symposium “Lessons in Horticultural Diversity”. This daylong event, which is open to the public, 
will be held March 15, at Manchester Community College, Manchester. Admission is $85 for the 
general public. Register online at the CMGA Website. 

 
Saturday March 24, the Friends of Green Chimneys “Plant a Seed – Create a Lifelong 
Experience” full-day workshop on gardening with children and families, at the Lier Retreat Center in 
Ridgefield CT. Contact Karen Eudene for more information keudene@greenchimneys.org or 845-
279-2995 Ext 107. 

 
Saturday, May 3 , Hudson Valley Garden Fair 2014 Montgomery Place, 25 Gardeners Way, 
Red hook, NY. Presented by the Hudson Valley Garden Association. Vendor applications are 
due by February 1, 2014. Tickets go on sale April 1. For more information, visit 
www.hvgardenfair.com 

 
Check out http://www.hvgardencalendar.com for more events 

 

              
WEBSITES TO VISIT  

Cornell Rhubarb Growing Guide 
Ohio State University - Growing Rhubarb in the Home Garden 
Rutgers Cooperative Extension Landscape Plants Rated by Deer Resistance 
Study questions link between increases in Lyme disease and deer 
CATCH THE BUZZ - Cold Affects Fruit Bloom, Pollination 

 

http://www.ctmga.org/#/symposium-registration/4546370868
mailto:keudene@greenchimneys.org
http://www.hvgardenfair.com/
http://www.hvgardencalendar.com/
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scenec4d4.html
http://ohioline.osu.edu/hyg-fact/1000/1631.html
http://njaes.rutgers.edu/deerresistance/
http://host.madison.com/sports/recreation/outdoors/patrick-durkin-study-questions-link-between-increases-in-lyme-disease/article_54fa6d12-a655-588d-b375-d2da48cbb5ca.html#ixzz2s0EAGdOn
http://home.ezezine.com/1636/1636-2014.01.09.08.44.archive.html
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PLANT ID QUIZ 

                           
 
These blue berries look tasty but so far, both 
birds and deer have left them alone. It is 
Aronia melanocarpa, black chokeberry. Its 
berries are technically edible but so astringent 
as to cause choking in most of those who try. 
Birds do eat them but after more desirable 
species have been consumed.  

 
This tree, which thrives in urban settings, is a 
hybrid of one of our spectacular New York 
natives. 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 has closed for the year. Samples for identification or 
diagnosis can be submitted all year long. 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 Dutchess County provides equal program and employment opportunities. 

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

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

