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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW:   

AN EXTRAORDINARY GARDEN FOR ALL SEASONS 
By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Walking through the portal of twisted wisteria into Ellen Peterson’s garden is your very first clue: 
the landscape that you are about to enter is going to be anything but ordinary.  The first 
surprise, upon wending your way out of the Maurice Sendak-like opening, is the dangling jewel-
toned fruits of pokeweed that greet you in the entry bed. Yes, pokeweed, that commonplace 
plant that lines the back roads and fields of our county. Only here, Ellen has elevated it to a 
whole new art form by surrounding it with harmonizing perennials, the effect resembling a 
platinum ring setting off a diamond.  Pokeweed – it is actually gorgeous, who knew? 
 
Obviously Ellen did, and she comes by her knowledge through education and experience.  
While living in Pennsylvania for eight years, she took courses at Longwood Gardens and 
worked for a time at Bartram’s Garden in Philadelphia.  She also has an extensive network of 
like-minded gardening friends and colleagues who think nothing of starting rare plants from 
seed and propagating difficult conifers from small cuttings (more on that later).  With references 
like these, it is no wonder that Ellen had the confidence and vision to tackle the scope of her 
property’s transformation. 
 
When she and her husband Eric bought 
their home on six acres in Stanfordville in 
the 1980’s, the land around it consisted of 
old hedgerows lining the roadway and 
wild crabapple trees in the fields.  Their 
first order of business was to create 
interesting beds and borders around the 
house to help guide visitors through their 
property.  One of their earliest projects 
was to build a large entry pergola next to 
the house. Today this beautiful structure 
shelters beds of shrubs, perennials, and 
groundcovers that frame the pathway 
leading into the back gardens. One of 
Ellen’s favorite trees, an extremely rare 
specimen of a variegated Kousa 
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dogwood, has been placed here front and center as a focal point to greet you.  This graceful 
tree, most likely the only one in existence, was an unnamed trial plant that Ellen was able to 
acquire from a grower who had planned to market it but never did.  (Which is a loss for all of us, 
since this dogwood is spectacular.)  In the beds surrounding this unique tree are woodland 
peonies, hay-scented ferns and the floriferous Anemone tomentosa ‘Robutissima’, among 
others. 
 
Off to the left of the entry pergola is the property’s most recent addition, and this venture is truly 
a showstopper.  Bordered by a low stone wall and accented by a flowing steel sculpture is an 
entire meadow of prairie dropseed grass (Sporobolis heterolopis).  It is astonishing to learn from 

Ellen that this grass was only installed in 
April of 2012, since it has totally filled in 
this large space and looks like it has 
always been there.  Ellen had first seen 
an example of this type of planting during 
a visit to Illinois, where it was featured in 
front of a home on a much smaller scale.  
She had been looking for a monoculture 
for her surrounding fields and decided 
that this grass was just the look that they 
needed.  With a small group of helpers, 
she and her crew proceeded to plant, 
assembly-line style, 2,500 of these plugs 
in one day!  Now, just a year and a half 
later, the effect of this lovely meadow in 
the morning sunshine is sublime.  Prairie 
dropseed grass also has another attribute 

besides its lovely looks: when the sun begins to warm it up it smells delicious! (Think melted 
caramel cream)  As Ellen tells it “one of my children brought over their dog George for a visit, 
and every time he would come up to people, they would all comment on how wonderful he 
smelled.  Well, this wasn’t usual for George, until we realized that he had been running through 
the dropseed meadow and the aroma was rubbing off on his fur!” 
 
Besides large scale meadow plantings, Ellen likes her perennials on the plus size too.  “If it is 
listed as over five feet in height, I will buy it.  This height usually indicates that the plant is a 
native one” says Ellen.  Although it is difficult 
to single out a truly special plant in this 
garden (there are so many) the New York 
Ironweed (Vernonia boracensis) is one of the 
standouts.  Rising to over eight feet tall and 
almost as wide, this beautiful native was 
covered in blue/purple flowers when I visited 
in September. Convinced that she must be 
using some kind of super amendments to her 
soil, Ellen set me straight: there is no 
pampering allowed in these gardens, and 
except for some mulch, no supplements or 
water are given.  The one exception to this 
rule would be the beds that contain her more 
delicate woodland plants, like Lady’s 
Slippers, which are watered when needed.  
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Another super-sized performer on the property is Helianthus maximiliani, which can be found 

growing in the meadows that border the 
edges of the wilder back fields.  This 
prolific bloomer was just coming into its 
glory in early September, and the tall and 
lovely yellow flowers made the sunshine 
feel even brighter than it already was.  
Cut through the middle of this meadow is 
a mowed grass path that leads to Ellen’s 
compost bins in the back. Given the 
height and curving stature of the 
helianthus, the effect of this pathway is 
one of a hidden tunnel leading to 
someplace special.  This area is a 
favorite of Ellen’s grandchildren, and the 
tunneling effect must be a magical lure 
for them since they all eagerly volunteer 

when Grandma has compost to dispose of.  
 
Not to be missed in this garden is the delightful outdoor shower that is tucked away among 
boulders and trees near the pool.  It would appear as though this shower was built around 
already existing Stonehenge-sized rocks, but in fact Ellen had the boulders moved from 
elsewhere on the property to create this structure.  The effect is pure enchantment, which is 
only heightened by the living wall of orchids that are secured to the shower side of the stall.  
Ellen reports that whoever is using the shower must also share a bit of the spray with her 
orchids, and judging by their healthy growth, they are thoroughly enjoying their outdoor 
vacation. 
 
While the perennials in these gardens are special, they are only the supporting cast to the real 
stars of this show, which are the many unusual trees and shrubs. Here one can find native 
azaleas with beautiful orange flowers, a prized Stewartia tree, a rare variegated conifer, curly 
willows, magnolias, Paw Paws, and Catalpas, all commanding attention.   And because of their 
larger stature, these specimens are incredibly striking when in bloom – and even more dramatic 
in autumn foliage.  Perhaps the most rare and unusual specimen in this prized collection would 
have to be the Franklinia alatamaha tree, 
originally from Georgia and now believed to be 
extinct there.  Ellen’s lovely specimen was grown 
from one collection of seed that was taken from a 
grove in Georgia (before all the trees 
disappeared) by John and William Bartram in the 
1800’s.  It seems to be thriving in its northern 
location, and the theory is that this species might 
not be from Georgia at all – but that it was 
actually a northern genus whose seeds were 
carried south by glaciers thousands of years ago.  
The belief is that it became extinct because it is 
really a cold weather tree, and Georgia was just 
not the right climate for it to thrive. What is really 
spectacular about this Franklinia is that it flowers 
in September, and very often its leaves will change into their bright scarlet autumn colors at the 
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same time as the large white blossoms appear.  Ellen states that this is the most amazing and 
lovely contrast to see, a scarlet-leaved tree with bright white blooms! 
 
While many of us despair at this time of year when our gardens are starting to look lackluster 
and blowsy, Ellen’s garden looks sensational.  The secret to her success?  “Use really special 
trees and shrubs, for they will generally look great no matter what the season.”  She also wisely 
observes that this is the natural evolution of seasoned gardeners, that one must progress 
through the “flowery” phase only to discover the enduring beauty and strength of the stalwart 
tree.  Perhaps J.R.R. Tolkien was talking about the garden as well as the one who tends it when 
he said: “The old that is strong shall not wither, deep roots are not harmed by the frost”. 

 
An Easy Way to Increase Harvest 
By Mary Nisley, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Sometimes a very small and easy action at planting time can make a big difference at harvest 
time. 
 
Several years ago I bought a pepper at the MG plant sale and planted it in my garden next to 
the transplants I'd grown at home. The MG plant looked enormous - with twice as many leaves 
and each leaf twice as big as my home-grown plants. The MG plant was big enough that it 
already had open flowers and a baby pepper. 
 
By mid-July I harvested the first pepper - from the MG plant. The peppers on the other plants 
were small, still far from being ready. In early August I noticed something curious - the MG 
pepper plant was about half the size of my home-grown plants. It had only a couple of small 
fruits while the other plants were loaded with peppers of various sizes. 
 
What happened? I'd planted them together and watered and fertilized the same way. The MG 
plant, transplanted with a pepper fruit, had put all its efforts into growing the fruit and maturing 
the seeds instead of producing a strong root system and a big plant. Thus it had little strength to 
grow additional fruit. 
 
Because of this experience I tell my vegetable gardening classes to remove fruit and open 
flowers from peppers and eggplants when transplanting them into the garden. Peppers and 
eggplants are slow growers in the cool spring weather and need all the help they can get. Does 
the same rule apply to tomatoes which seem more vigorous? This year I had the opportunity to 
run the experiment with tomatoes and I weighed the harvest to measure the effect. The results 
were dramatic. 
 
I got two Healthkick tomato plants in early June. Healthkick is determinate - genetically 
programmed to grow about 3' tall and set a lot of tomatoes in a short time. It produces plum 
tomatoes. 
 
The transplants each had  two clusters of open flowers with several small fruits. I snipped off the 
flower and fruit clusters from one plant and transplanted both plants side-by-side into my garden 
on June 10. 
 
July 14 I started harvesting from the plant transplanted with fruit. The tomatoes were small, 
about 2 ounces, but they were early. It was another month before I harvested any tomatoes 
from the other plant, but the tomatoes were noticeably bigger. In total, the plant transplanted 
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with fruit produced 5.8 pounds and the plant whose fruit & flowers I removed at transplanting 
produced 20 pounds, more than 3 times the other plant. 
 
The picture shows my Aug. 31 Healthkick harvest. The 15 tomatoes on the left are from the 
plant whose fruit and flowers were removed at transplanting time, while the six tomatoes on the 
right were from the plant transplanted with fruit.   

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

It is counter-intuitive, but because I removed the open flowers and fruit while transplanting, the 
plant grew bigger and produced more tomatoes and heavier tomatoes. For me, it is worth 
sacrificing the early tomatoes in favor of more and bigger tomatoes later. 

Note from the Editor: Go to Mary’s blog at Marysveggiegarden.wordpress.com for more photos 
and additional articles. 

 
WEBSITES TO VISIT  

 Planting Perennials Fact sheet (some like to be planted in fall, others in spring) 

 The Cornell Guide for Planting and Maintaining Trees and Shrubs 

 Cornell Guidelines for Harvesting Vegetables 

 Cornell Storage Guidelines For Fruits & Vegetables 

 Cornell Lawn Care Calendar (with tasks for Fall) 

 Dutchess Count Farm Fresh News – Scroll down for a list of local u-pick apple farms 

 Cornell IPM for Grapes 

 Brown Marmorated Stink Bug Management  

 Native Plant list for NY, PA and Northern NJ 

 New York Invasive Species Non-Native Plant Species Invasiveness Assessment 

 NYIS Listing of Invasive Plants  

 

http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scenef856.html
http://www.ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/3572
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/factsheets/vegetables/harvestguide.pdf
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/factsheets/vegetables/storage.pdf
http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/homegardening/scene1480.html#4
http://www.dutchesstourism.com/farm-fresh-news.php
http://www.nysipm.cornell.edu/publications/grapeman/
http://nysipm.cornell.edu/factsheets/buildings/BMSB_FS.pdf
http://www.plantnative.org/rpl-nypanj.htm
http://www.nyis.info/index.php?action=israt
http://www.nyis.info/pdf/NYS%20INVASIVE%20PLANT%20RANKS_March%202013.pdf
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Autumn - Along the Road and in our Gardens  
By Joyce Tomaselli, Interim Community Horticulture Educator 

 
Each morning as I arrive at the Farm & Home Center in Millbrook I marvel at the Master 
Gardener Demonstration Gardens. The flowering plants and the insects which visit them start 
my day with beauty and wonder.  
 
Most evenings I walk my dogs along a rural road in the Town of Clinton. Throughout the year I 
watch birds, insects, wildlife and blossoms. This time of year though, it’s berries which are the 
most remarkable. Some are from native New York plants, some from hybrids and some are 
from invasive species. They all feed our wildlife and most are quite beautiful.  
 
I’ve selected a few berry-bearing plants (and an insect) from my daily routine to share with you.  
 

              
 
 

               
 
 
 

                         
 

 

Parthenocissus quinquefolia 
Virginia Creeper 

Vitis vinifera Wild grape, 
perhaps a Concord 

Cultivated White Riesling grapes 

Toxicodendron radicans, Poison 
Ivy (formerly Rhus toxicodendron 
and Rhus radicans.)  

Phytolacca Americana 
Pokeweed (seeds are toxic) 

Celastrus Orbiculatis Oriental 
Bittersweet, an Invasive Species 

Argiope aurantia 
Yellow  Garden Spider 

A Forsythia species which 
blooms in spring and autumn 

A Forsythia species which 
sets seeds every year. 
Yellow Garden Spider 
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UPCOMING EVENTS 
Check out http://www.hvgardencalendar.com for more events 

 
  
October 5, White Flower Farm's nursery manager Barbara Pierson, will be speaking at 
Noble Horizons in Salisbury, CT, at 1 p.m.  Her topic is "The Best Bulbs for Fall Planting."  Call 
Caroline Burchfield at 860-435-9851 x 190 to register.  See http://www.noblehorizons.org/ for 
more information. 
 
October 6, the Hudson Valley Iris & Daylily Society will host a lecture by Lee Riech, PhD. 
on pruning at the Marlboro Free Library on Route 9W in Marlboro at 2:00pm. Lee is an avid 
FARMDENER (more than a gardener, less than a farmer) with graduate degrees in soil and 
science and horticulture. He eventually turned from plant and soil research with the USDA and 
Cornell University to writing, lecturing and consulting. His writing includes a number of 
gardening books and a bimonthly column for Associated Press. His farmden has been featured 
in 'Martha Steward Living' and The New York Times  We begin gathering at 1:30 to set up for 
the meeting and socialize with snacks and beverages. The meeting begins at 2 with a short 
business meeting followed immediately by the lecture.  The event is free and open to the public. 
 
The Hudson Valley Garden Association has bulb sale fundraiser through October 6th. 
HVGA is offering 15 of our favorite spring-blooming varieties sourced from the Hudson Valley's 
only local bulb-wholesaler, ADR Bulbs in Chester, NY. Go to http://shop.hvga.org/ or contact 
Laura Wilson at laura@hvga.org. 
 
The FW Vanderbilt Garden Association has a fall online bulb fundraiser through Flower 
Power. Click here to see the beautiful bulbs that are available then click on the "Shop Now" 
button to see several more pages of selections. FWVGA receives 50% of the profits to support 
the garden.  
 
The Beatrix Farrand Garden Association has an online bulb sale fundraiser through Brent 
and Becky's Bulbs BLOOMIN BUCKS program. To place an order Click Here.  
 
October 12, CCEDC Workshop “Managing Private Woodlots: a Workshop for NY Master 
Forest Owner Volunteers and Woodlot Owners” 8:30 am to 2:00 pm at the Farm & Home 
Center 2715 Rte. 44, Millbrook. Offered with Cornell University, the Cary Institute for Ecosystem 
Studies and Dutchess Land Conservancy. Open to the Public. Please pre-register by October 
4 at http://dutchessmfo.eventbrite.com Registration fee $10 to cover breakfast items and light 
lunch. Participants will receive strategies and resources to help them better manage their 
property to meet land management objectives. Contact Sean Carroll for more information, 
smc247@cornell.edu 
 
October 12, Pine Plains FFA Annual Fall Festival. Master Gardener volunteers will host a 
Home Composting exhibit 9:00 am – 3:00 pm. Click here for more information on the Festival.  

 
 
 
 
 

http://www.hvgardencalendar.com/
https://by2prd0411.outlook.com/owa/redir.aspx?C=KHZX54O9nE-H5w2RsU7AkH_lR606fNAIexXeizHFqJRVkXK2QpcaX-hcEU-zqt04kL9kXHv9Ts4.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.noblehorizons.org%2f
http://shop.hvga.org/
mailto:laura@hvga.org
http://www.flowerpowerfundraising.com/campaign?campaign_id=16419
http://www.bloominbucks.com/index.php?aff=BEATRIX&go=Go
http://dutchessmfo.eventbrite.com/
http://www.ppcsd.org/webpages/cmacneil/news.cfm?subpage=839086
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PLANT ID QUIZ 

         
 
Leaves of three, let it be? Not always. Rhus 
aromatica (fragrant sumac) is a native New 
York shrub which normally grows 2-6’. 
Yellowish catkin-like flowers precede dark-red 
berries in spring.Leaves are showy orange to 
reddish purple in autumn. Unlike rhus 
toxicodendron (former name for poison ivy), 
this plant does not cause a rash.  

 
This tree grows on every continent except 
Antarctica, and is currently growing at our 
office in Millbrook. 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 open until the end of October. 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
http://ccedutchess.org/gardening/community-horticulture/horticulture-diagnostic-lab-hotline.php
mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

