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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW: 
DUTCHESS DIRT SPOTLIGHTS LOCAL GARDEN WRITER MARIE IANNOTTI 

AND HER NEW BOOK: 
“THE BEGINNERS GUIDE TO GROWING HEIRLOOM VEGETABLES” 

By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 

Guest Bio: Marie Iannotti has served as a Cornell Cooperative Extension Horticulture educator, 
as a Master Gardener program coordinator and is a member of the Garden Writers Association 
and the Garden Conservancy. Marie’s garden writing has been featured in newspapers and 
magazines throughout the U.S., and she has been interviewed for Martha Stewart Radio, 
National Public Radio, and numerous articles. Marie’s blog is practicallygardening.com, and she 
is the gardening guide for About.com. She is the former editor of the Mid-Hudson Gardener’s 
Guide. 
 
Marie graciously agreed to answer a few questions for Dutchess Dirt about heirloom vegetables 
and the joy of growing them. The photographs in this book, most of which were taken by Marie, 
are absolutely gorgeous. Even with dirt all over them, she has managed to make these veggies 
look like jewels! 
 

DD: What exactly is an heirloom vegetable? 
 

MI: There really is no decisive definition. The only absolute is that the plant must be open 
pollinated (OP), so that you can save the seeds and grow an identical plant. 
 

Two other guidelines are that the plant be at least 50 years old and that it should have been 
handed down through a family or group. Unfortunately few people thought to write down or keep 
notes on where they got their seed, so few stories remain and those that do could easily be 
folklore. 
 

Even the 50 year designation is arbitrary because newer OP plants that were either bred from 
bonafide heirlooms or have become long standing favorites in recent decades are accepted into 
heirloom catalogs. 
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DD: What advantages would an heirloom vegetable have over a modern variety? 
MI: No one saves seed of mediocre varieties. Not that there aren’t new hybrids with great flavor, 
it’s simply not the seed company’s major focus. Just compare modern tomatoes and heirlooms. 
 

DD: What heirloom vegetables would you recommend for the beginning gardener? 
 

MI: I always tell people to grow what they like to eat. But to ensure success for a true novice, 
beans and cucumbers pretty much grow themselves. 
 

Beans: ‘Lazy Housewife’ bean is very rewarding to grow because the green beans grow in large 
clusters. Grabbing a fat handful is a real feeling of accomplishment. There are also some 
incredibly good, juicy yellow beans, like ‘Gold of Bacau’ and ‘Dragon Tongue’ that bear no 
resemblance to the horrible wax beans from my childhood. 
 

Cucumbers: ‘Lemon’ cucumber has regained a lot of popularity recently, partly because its 
physical resemblance to a lemon is a novelty, but also because it grows without problems and 
makes a nice edible bowl. Pick them small, or they get seedy and develop black spines on their 
skins. I’ll admit ‘Poona Kheera’, from India, is not the prettiest of fruits. The outside turns a 
russet brown and looks more like a potato, but it stays crisp and sweet, even if you are not the 
type of gardener to stay on top of harvesting. 
 

DD: What varieties of heirloom vegetables do you feel the American gardener should be 
made more aware of, and why? 

 

MI: A friend recently asked me when it was that people came to think that what was in the 
produce aisle represented all that was available; that carrots were orange, lettuce rolled up into 
a ball and eggplants were fat and purple. The thrill of heirlooms, for me, is the limitless array of 
flavors, textures and possibilities. It’s hard to pick favorites. I would rather encourage people to 
follow their palettes and experiment. 
 

Most people first encounter heirlooms with tomatoes. For the tomato lovers, I say forget the 
temperamental ‘Brandywine’ and go for the smoky purple varieties. They have a multi-layered 
flavor that really shines when eaten fresh and they grow well in our area. There are lots to 
choose from, like: “Cherokee Purple’, ‘Nyagous’, ‘Pruden’s Purple’, ‘Black from Tula, ‘Japanese 
Trifele Black’ and ‘Black Plum’. 
 

Then branch out and try some things that are either too small, too fragile or too odd to be mass 
marketed. The smaller winter squashes, like ‘Baby Blue Hubbard’, are just right for two, so you 
are not stuck eating them all week long, once you cut into them. Scalloped Pattison summer 
squashes are best eaten bite-size and at the other end of the spectrum, ‘Tromboncino 
Rampicante’ zucchini will grow 2 ft. long, but even when over-sized they remain tender. All the 
seeds are clustered in the bulbous end, leaving the long neck tender and seed free. It even 
freezes well. 
 

Two oddities that get a regular spot in my garden are ‘Rat’s Tail’ radish and ‘Aunt Molly’s’ 
ground cherry. Rat’s Tail is grown for its long, thin seed pods, which taste and crunch just like 
radish bulbs. All radish seed pods are edible, but the plant just keeps producing them, even in 
the hottest days of summer when most bulb-forming varieties have given out. 
 

Ground cherries are relatives of tomatoes and tomatillos, but much, much sweeter. ‘Aunt 
Molly’s’ has a fruity, pineapple flavor that is delicious fresh, baked or preserved. They’re low, 
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sprawling plants and can easily be grown in containers. Space is no excuse not to grow 
vegetables. 
 

We’re looking for interesting local gardeners & gardens! If you would like to be interviewed or 
have a lead for a potential “Through the Hedgerow” article, please contact Cheryl at 
cah43@cornell.edu.  

 
 

VEGETABLE GARDEN GOALS 
By Mary Nisley, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
What are your goals in growing a vegetable garden? 
Feeding your family from spring to fall? Having tasty, 
super fresh produce available every day? Storing food 
for the winter? Feeding friends?  
 
If you receive seed catalogs by mail, you may be 
tempted to curl up in a comfy chair with the stack of 
catalogs to plan an enormous garden. But is an 
enormous garden what you really want in mid-summer, 
when the weeds are overtaking the veggies and the kids 
complain they don't like peppers? 
 
My goal is to grow flavorful, organic vegetables for my 
family. I also want to supply our household vegetables 
during most of the year. This means I grow what we eat, 

growing small quantities and sometimes making two plantings several weeks apart. I plant from 
April through mid-August and harvest from mid-May through December. We eat from the 
garden, freezer or root cellar year round. 
 
Although I greatly enjoy gardening, especially harvest, I also enjoy other activities so I don't 
want my garden to consume my life. I look for varieties that are very productive and easy to 
grow. These requirements often translate to disease resistant.  
 
I enjoy trying new things so I often try a new variety along with dependable old favorites. Trialing 
a new, disease resistant variety lets me evaluate taste, yield, and ease of growing. Maybe it 
won't pass the taste test, but maybe I'll discover a new favorite. 
 
How do I translate these goals into a garden plan? I'll make small changes to the amounts I 
plant, add some new varieties and eliminate some old varieties. In 2013 I'll plant fewer tomatoes 
because we are still using tomatoes canned in 2011. I'm also planning to plant the tomatoes in a 
single row in a 3' wide bed so I can reach all sides of every plant making them easier to harvest 
and maintain. 
 
I may stop trying to grow melons. Some years I've had good cantaloupe crops but they all ripen 
in a short two week period and I've never found a variety whose flavor we really like that also 
does well. I can use the freed up space to widen my paths, making the garden easier to 
negotiate. 
 
For new varieties I'm trying ‘Jasper’, a new small red cherry tomato and a 2013 All America 

 

mailto:cah43@cornell.edu
http://www.all-americaselections.org/
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Selection. ‘Jasper’ is resistant to late blight and several other 
fungal diseases and sounds delicious - though tiny.  
 
I'm also buying seed for a butternut squash resistant to 
powdery mildew.  I hate to spray, even though I use an 
organic spray so a PM resistant variety will reduce that work 
and with healthy plants the yield should be higher. By the 
way, all butternuts are resistant to squash vine borers.  
The assortment of Asian greens available in the seed 
catalogs is getting bigger every year. This year I'm trying a 
‘Michili’ cabbage, which is said to be very mild and tender - 
good for salads. Plus it stores a long time in the refrigerator, 
making it good for winter use. I'm also considering a couple 
others - but must remember not to go overboard. 
 
These changes should make my garden easier to maintain, 
and provide more variety for late spring and late fall 
harvests. 
 
Now is the time to consider your gardening goals and make 
changes. With a well thought out plan you can plant with 
confidence come spring. 

 
 

WEBSITES TO VISIT 
(More links than usual- it’s cold outside!) 

 
 2013 All  America Selection Winners 

 National Garden Bureau's Members Present New Varieties for 2013 

 Selected List of Vegetable Varieties for Gardeners in NY State 2013 

 The Hobbit's Unexpected Vegetable Garden (Photos) 

 Chikungunya outbreaks in U.S. are increasingly likely 

 Ecological Design Creates Oasis at Urban Medical Facility 

 The Drought of 2012 may have a lasting effect on local trees and shrubs 

 Trimming the Tree's Genes 

 This fancy bee is named after a dumb catchphrase from a sitcom 

 The Battlefront in the Front Yard 

 Current Favorites – Native…and Nearly Native 

 Orchid with link to Charles Darwin blooms on campus 

 The Garden of Six Friends: Designing a Contemporary East Asian Garden- Cornell video 

 Bloom Town- The Wild Life of American Cities 

 Whispering Willows and Lying Lilies: The Chemical Dialogues of Plant Behavior- Cornell 
video 

 Eleven Cornell specialty crop projects receive almost $1M 

 $1,200 a Pound, Truffles Suffer in the Heat 

 
 
 
 

 
Tomato ‘Jasper’- photo 

courtesy of AAS 

http://www.all-americaselections.org/
http://www.all-americaselections.org/index.cfm
http://www.ngb.org/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/horticulture/files/2011/11/Vegetable-Varieties-list-2013-v1ux1z.pdf
http://www.treehugger.com/lawn-garden/hobbits-unexpected-vegetable-garden-photos.html
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Dec12/Chikungunya.html
http://www.ecolandscaping.org/12/meadows/ecological-design-creates-oasis-at-urban-medical-facility/
http://www.ccealbany.com/CDGTdec2012.pdf
http://mobile.nytimes.com/2012/12/06/garden/building-a-better-christmas-tree.xml?f=34
http://grist.org/list/this-fancy-bee-is-named-after-a-dumb-catchphrase-from-a-sitco/
http://mobile.nytimes.com/2012/12/20/garden/gardeners-fight-with-neighbors-and-city-hall-over-their-lawns.xml?f=34
http://www.ecolandscaping.org/12/native-plants/current-favorites-native%e2%80%a6and-nearly-native/
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Dec12/DarwinOrchid.html
http://www.cornell.edu/video/?videoID=2491&utm_source=cornellcast_weekly_update&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2491
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/02/magazine/the-wild-life-of-american-cities.html
http://www.cornell.edu/video/?videoID=2490&utm_source=cornellcast_weekly_update&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2490
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Dec12/SpecialtyCropGrants.html
http://mobile.nytimes.com/2012/12/21/business/global/is-climate-change-shrinking-the-luxury-truffle-crop.xml?f=25
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THE BUCK STOPS HERE 
By Cheryl Hearty, Community Horticulture Educator 

 
Recently, fellow CCEDC staff member Jennifer Fimbel 
was walking outside our office building and came across 
something that might be of interest to gardeners. She 
noticed the bark was rubbed off of several young trees 
(photo right). Being an experienced hunter, she knew right 
away that the damage was caused by deer. Hunters look 
for deer rubs to know if a buck has been in that area. The 
bucks have scent glands in the top of their heads, which 
are expressed when they rub the trees. This is how they 
mark their territory during the rut (fall mating season) and 
let does know they are “available”. Click here for more 
details on buck rubs. Another interesting behavior they 
exhibit is digging out a shallow depression next to the tree 
(photo below), which is called a deer scrape. They have 
interdigital scent glands in their feet, which mark the spot. 
Also, by urinating across their hock glands, bucks leave 
their individual scent in the deer scrape. Click here to read 
an interesting article on how deer “talk with their noses”.  

 
So, how is this of concern to gardeners? 
Deer can cause severe damage and death 
of young trees by scraping off the bark. 
Gardeners with heavy deer populations 
nearby may wish to protect young trees with 
fencing during the rut season. Once a tree 
has been damaged, there is not much you 
can do, except to carefully cut off any loose 
bark. The tree will gradually build callus 
tissue around the wound. This is a slow 
process and insects and disease may invade 
the wound before the tree has “healed”. 
Pruning sealers are not recommended 
because they actually slow the process.    
 

 
RANDOM TRIVIA… 

 
Grasses: 

 For humans & domestic animals, the most important of the plant families because it 
provides food. 

 The world’s most widely distributed plant family with the largest number of individuals 

 What you see may only be 10% of the total weight of the plant; the rest is in its root 
system, thus conserving water during drought.  

 
 
 

 

 

http://www.outdoorlife.com/articles/hunting/2007/09/anatomy-rub-0
http://warnell.forestry.uga.edu/deerpens/pdf/deerglandspaper.pdf
http://www.ces.ncsu.edu/depts/hort/consumer/factsheets/trees-new/text/tree_anatomy.html
http://www.ces.ncsu.edu/depts/hort/consumer/factsheets/trees-new/text/tree_anatomy.html
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PLANT ID QUIZ 
 

  
 
Answer to last month’s plant ID is Stachys 
officinalis ‘Hummelo’. It is prized for its long 
bloom time and deer resistant qualities. Bees, 
butterflies and hummingbirds are attracted to the 
flowers.  

 
This sub-shrub (dies back to the ground 
each year) blooms in late summer-fall and 
grows up to 4-8’ tall and wide, depending 
on the cultivar.  Do you know what it is? 

 

GARDENING QUESTIONS 
 
Have any gardening questions? The Horticulture Hotline, (845) 677-5067 is now closed for the 
season. 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.  
 
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.  
 
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 Cheryl 
Hearty at cah43@cornell.edu, www.ccedutchess.org.  
 

 
 

 

  

 

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/aghort/community-horticulture/95-horticulture-diagnostic-lab
mailto:cah43@cornell.edu
http://www.ccedutchess.org/

