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THROUGH THE HEDGEROW:  

DUTCHESS DIRT PAYS HOMAGE TO BEAUTIFUL CROPS 
By Sue Grumet, Master Gardener Volunteer  

 

There is a famous scene in “The Wizard of Oz” where Dorothy walks across an enchanted field 
of beautiful bright red poppies. Unbeknownst to her, a spell has been cast on these flowers by 
the Wicked Witch of the West, and their heady scent will soon overtake Dorothy and her loyal 
friends, sending them into a state of everlasting sleep. But thanks to the quick intervention of the 
good witch Glinda, (and a few spells of her own) our plucky party is rescued by the saving grace 
of a falling snow, and they make their way out of the field safely and on to Emerald City to see 
the Wizard. While the expression “go to sleep, my Little Pretty” can still give me the creeps, the 
technicolor wonder of all those poppies and their alluring beauty stays with me still. So many 
flowers in such a wide expanse – surely this is Hollywood at its most clever! 
 

Fast forward more decades than I care to remember, and my family and I are traveling down 
one of the scenic back roads of the Hudson River Valley. We turn around a bend in the road 
and we are stopped dead in our tracks by the most wondrous sight imaginable – acres and 
acres of glorious golden yellow sunflowers! Each lovely face is turned to the road as if to greet 
us, and their sun-kissed color rivals the technicolor magic of the big screen. Just weeks ago my 
husband and I had wondered what crop this was, what tall and scraggly vegetable was making 
its way up to greet the sun? Now we 
knew, and needless to say, this was truly 
an incredible sight. We had to pull the car 
over and get out to view these fields in all 
their glory. The camera cannot do them 
justice, try as I might, since the actual 
viewing of them in person is no less 
amazing to me than Dorothy’s field of 
poppies. 
 

But hold on - who knew that this was a 
crop that could be planted on such a 
large scale? And what exactly do farmers 
do with all those sunflowers? And as a 
crop, what could be more breath-taking 
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than acres of these flowers framed by the mountains of our beautiful valley? Interestingly 
enough, in answer to these questions, I found out that sunflowers can be used for many 
different purposes and are grown in our area for some very practical reasons.  
 

Historically, it was believed that many of the Native American tribes would plant sunflowers on 
the northern edges of their gardens as a “fourth sister” to the more famous sisters of corn, 
beans, and squash. According to a New York Times article by Michael Tortorello in May 2012, 
he cites research stating that sunflowers are also likely the second-oldest domesticated seed 
crop in eastern North America, after squash. Archaeological digs in the river valleys of 
Appalachia have identified the burned hulls of cultivated sunflower seeds to be thousands of 
years old.  
 

This plant has a long history of being cultivated in the northeast, and the practical uses of the 
sunflower continue today into the twenty first century. Sunflowers have been planted in modern 
inner-city lots to be used in phytoremediation, a process used to extract toxic ingredients from 
the soil, such as lead, arsenic, mercury, and uranium. Since sunflower plants have extremely 
deep tap roots, they are able to pull many of these heavy metal contaminants out of the 
garden’s polluted soil, slowly bringing it back to health. Sunflower seeds also have a very high 
oil content, making them ideal for use as cooking oils and as bio-diesel fuel for farm machinery. 
After the oil is extracted from the sunflower seed for these purposes, the remaining material can 
then be used as livestock feed. The nutrient value of the sunflower meal depends upon the type 
of processing it has gone through, but regardless of processing, the feed itself can serve as the 
sole source of supplemental protein in diets for beef or dairy cattle. In addition to being made 
into food sources for both people and animals, the sunflower also plays a vital role for the 
farmer as a plant used in crop rotations. By including the sunflower into an existing schedule of 
rotation, pest problems such as soybean cyst nematode and corn borer can be reduced. The 
sunflower plant is also efficient at extracting water from sandy loam soils, (those deep tap 
roots!) making them an ideal crop for drier conditions. 

 

As if this wasn’t enough, the sunflower seed is also a 
delicious snack food source which can be a very 
healthy alternative to other processed and sugary 
selections. Sunflower seeds also find their way into 
many of our foods, such as multigrain bread and 
granola bars. And, of course, we cannot forget our 
feathered friends, since sunflower seeds are 
considered the premium component in most birdseed 
mixes. Although there are no nationwide statistics 
kept on sunflower birdseed crops, it is certain that 
hundreds of thousands of acres in the United States 
are used for this purpose alone. 

 

Whatever the final use of this amazing plant, could there really be a more beautiful crop to come 
upon in full bloom? As many of nature’s wonders go, this one was quite ephemeral. A week 
after our glorious encounter with the sunflowers, the once gorgeous fields had now turned crisp 
and dry, and the plants were hanging their heavy brown heads. Farewell, lovely sunflowers, and 
thank you for a true moment of magic! 
 

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.  

 

 

mailto:cah43@cornell.edu
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DISEASE RESISTANCE 
By Mary Nisley, Master Gardener Volunteer 

 
Only one tomato plant remained in my garden when the 
summer growing season ended. My other sixteen plants died 
much earlier from Late Blight. 
 
The sole survivor, a variety called 'Mountain Magic', was the 
best producer in my garden, yielding 19 pounds of tomatoes 
between 7/29 - 10/12. In this contest Mountain Magic had a 
big advantage, living 4-7 weeks longer than any other tomato 
plant because it is resistant to both Early and Late Blights and 
Fusarium and Verticillium Wilts. Unfortunately it is not resistant 
to Septoria so it looked very bedraggled by the end. What 
about the flavor? If you like Sweet Millions you will like 
Mountain Magic; the taste is similar although Mountain Magic 
is bigger. 
 
This shows the value of disease resistance: a dead plant 
produces no harvest. But even when a disease doesn't kill a 
plant outright, it reduces yield and flavor, usually by killing 
foliage. Without a good canopy a plant cannot produce sugars 
for flavor and fuel for additional fruit. Disease resistant plants 
also reduce or eliminate the necessity and inconvenience of 
spraying fungicides. 

 
When a plant has disease resistance it can usually fight off the disease, depending on weather 
conditions and disease pressure. However resistance is not immunity. Mountain Magic foliage 
was not infected by late blight, but after Mid-September 10-20% of the fruits were infected.  
 
To choose resistant varieties effectively, you must know what disease is in your garden and 
then find a variety resistant to that disease. Cornell has many online resources to help. 
Vegetable MD Online http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/ provides fact sheets and a 
photo gallery of diseases. On the same page, on the left side bar, there is a tab for 'Resistant 
Varieties'. This brings up a list of crops and tables of varieties, resistance and seed vendors. 
Most of the vendors sell to home gardeners as well as farmers, but some varieties are only 
available in large quantities for commercial growers. 
 
At the Vassar Farm community gardens Bacterial Spot reduced my pepper yield to almost 
nothing for the last two years. In my home garden 9 of 12 pepper plants suddenly wilted and 
died, possibly due to Phytopthera. I was considering giving up growing peppers until I 
discovered the list of resistant varieties and their vendors. Now there is hope for peppers next 
year. 
 
http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/factsheets/Pepper_BactSpot.htm 
http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/factsheets/Cucurbit_Phytoph.htm 
 

 

 
 

 

Tomato ‘Mountain Magic’ 

http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/
http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/factsheets/Pepper_BactSpot.htm
http://vegetablemdonline.ppath.cornell.edu/factsheets/Cucurbit_Phytoph.htm
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IF IMPATIENS ARE OUT, WHAT’S IN? 
By David Chinery, Senior Resource Educator, CCE Rensselaer County 

 
It seems like Impatiens downy mildew (IDM), the devastating disease caused by a water mold 
called Plasmopara obducens, may be lurking in gardens and landscapes for years to come.  
Planting impatiens (Impatiens walleriana) and balsam (I. balsaminea) in previously infested soil 
makes little sense, so just what will we plant, in shady places where color is needed, in 2013?   
Luckliy, we don’t have to discard the Impatiens genus entirely.  New Guinea impatiens, which 
have the blood of several species (including I. hawkeri and I. linearifolia) are available in a wide 
range of colors and stand 15 to 24 inches tall.  A new variation with New Guinea lineage are the 
SunPatiens, some of which grow quite tall (over 30 inches), but compact types are available, 
too.  Another option is the Fanfare series, which are very vigorous, mounded plants growing to 
about two feet.  Bred to take heat and sun, they might not do as well in the deepest shade 
tolerated by Impatiens walleriana. 
 
Next consider begonias.  The traditional wax begonia (Begonia x semperflorens-cultorum) 
performs well in shade, is available in a range of colors from white to pink to red, and stays less 
than a foot tall.  Tuberous begonias (B. x tuberhybrida) have very large flowers (up to 6 inches 
across) and come in almost every color except blue.  Spectrum begonias are tuberous begonia 
hybrids available in a range of nine colors that can take some sun as well as shade.  Begonia 
boliviensis has been used to create new hybrids, including ‘Santa Cruz Sunset’  which has very 
large, pointy, deep green leaves and large, pendant flowers, and the ‘Million Kisses’ series.  
Also new are the Dragon Wing begonias (Begonia x argenteoguttata) with large green leaves 
and loose clusters of flowers.  Dragon Wings grow to 20 inches high while Baby Dragon Wings 
are 12 to 15 inches tall.  Lastly, Begonia ‘Gryphon’ is grown for its handsome star-shaped, silver 
and dark green foliage rather than for flowers.   
 
Torenia (Torenia fournieri), also known as wishbone flower, grows to about twelve inches, has 
flowers of white, pink, red, lilac and blue, and is heat and humidity tolerant.   Lobelia (Lobelia 
erinus) used to come in every shade of blue, but white, lavender and purple types are now 
available.  Very small (6 inches or less), it would appreciate a part shade/part sun location.  
Other flowering annuals which are often grown in the sun but will tolerate some shade include 
zonal geraniums, nicotiana, the new types of petunias, and heliotrope. 
 
Shade-tolerant foliage plants are another way to go.  Many new sun-tolerant types of coleus are 
now sold, but coleus started as the star of the shade and today comes in an vast array of leaf 
textures and colors.  Polka-dot plant (Hypoestes phyllostachya), with small green leaves spotted 
with pink, white or cream freckles, is an old-time favorite.   Fancy-leaved caladiums (Caladium 
bicolor), grown from tubers, have heart-shaped leaves in a stunning array of color patterns.  
While the retreat of Impatiens walleriana is sad, the opportunity to try something new is exciting.  
 

 
WEBSITES TO VISIT 

 
 Scientists draw maps to stop stink bug pirates 

 Care and Pruning of Damaged Trees 

 Climate Change 

 Naked gardening: It's an English thing 

 Mazourek brings organic plant breeding to NY growers 

 Azuma Makoto’s Plant Sculptures 

http://www.northeastipm.org/about-us/publications/ipm-insights/scientists-draw-maps-to-stop-stink-bug-pirates/
http://www.dec.ny.gov/lands/5295.html
http://blogs.cornell.edu/climatechange/
http://www.thespec.com/living/home/article/807937--naked-gardening-it-s-an-english-thing?utm_source=ETTG+Pro&utm_campaign=c066977896-ETTG+PRO+Thursday%2C+10%2F11%2F12&utm_medium=email
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Oct12/Mazourek.html
http://dirt.asla.org/2012/08/09/azuma-makotos-plant-sculptures/?utm_source=ETTG+Pro&utm_campaign=c066977896-ETTG+PRO+Thursday%2C+10%2F11%2F12&utm_medium=email
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 Pruning Perennials 

 Cornell Plays Big Role in Northeast Biofuel Project 

 In the Garden- The Seeds They Carried- NY Times article about preserving heritage by 
saving seeds- very interesting and well-written! 

 Serving up a bitter end for eggplant pests 

 Cornell Lab of Ornithology- Project Feeder Watch- Begins November 10 

 Composting 
 

 
STOCK UP ON SQUASHES FOR THE HOLIDAYS 

By Mary Nisley, Master Gardener Volunteer 
 

My local farm market currently has pallets of squashes for 
$.89 / pound. By late winter these same varieties will be 
priced much closer to $2.00 / pound. The price difference 
equals the cost of having somebody else store the squash 
for you.  
 
Buy acorn squashes for cooking in the next 2 months; they 
don't store well. Spaghetti squashes and butternuts can be 
stored up to 6 months. Hubbards store even longer but they 
are said to have a very tough skin. Look for undamaged 
fruit that still has its stem. Wash gently before storing. Store 

squashes at 50- 55°F and 50-70% humidity; a shelf in an unheated basement works well. Check 
stored squashes weekly and if there is any sign of a problem cut out the damaged area and use 
the rest immediately. 
 
My squash harvest was 'poor' this year; only 150 pounds, 110 pounds less than last year. I 
bought a 'smallish' 10 pound Hubbard because I've often wanted to try one. Come next March, 
we'll probably be attacking that Hubbard with an ax. 
 

 
MASTER GARDENER PLANT SALE GIFT CERTIFICATES 

A Great Holiday Gift Idea for Gardeners! 
 

Gift certificates are now available for our Master Gardener 

Plant Sale on May 17 & 18, 2013. 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 help 

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. In 2011, all 

funding for our Community Horticulture Program was cut by the county and has not restored to 

date. We depend on the continued success of the plant sale to continue our educational 

programming. Your support is needed and greatly appreciated!  

 

 

http://www.garden.org/regional/report/arch/inmygarden/4258
http://www.news.cornell.edu/stories/Oct12/CALSBiofuels.html
http://mobile.nytimes.com/2012/10/18/garden/east-new-yorks-flourishing-west-indian-gardens.xml?f=34
http://www.northeastipm.org/about-us/publications/ipm-insights/serving-up-a-bitter-end-for-eggplant-pests/
http://www.birds.cornell.edu/roundrobin/2012/10/18/project-feederwatch-takes-a-look-at-the-winter-ahead/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/horticulture/compost-basics/
http://www.ccedutchess.org/aghort/community-horticulture/256-master-gardener-plant-sale
http://www.ccedutchess.org/aghort/community-horticulture/256-master-gardener-plant-sale
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To purchase a Master Gardener Plant Sale gift certificate, please contact Nancy Halas by e-mail 

nh26@cornell.edu or by calling 845-677-8223 x 115. (Please contact Nancy before stopping by 

our office). Visa, MC, checks and cash accepted. 

 
 

SOIL MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES FOR HOME GARDENS 
 
After taking the time to understand the basics of soil and perhaps get some soil tests to assess 
your soil health, the next questions many gardeners ask is, “what next?” Revitalizing and 
maintaining soil is actually a relatively simple task, and we can look to natural ecosystems for 
guidance. Below are the basic strategies to keep your soil happy and healthy.  

 
1. Keep it covered: Mulch 
2. Reduce frequency/depth or eliminate tillage 
3. Amend with Compost 
4. Bringing in compost and manure  
5. Avoid compaction 
6. Establish diverse plantings  
7. Value plants that build soil: Cover Crops - nitrogen fixers, decompactors, nutrient 

accumulators  
8. Use amendments/fertilizers as a last resort 

 
For more information, visit the Soils Basics page at the Cornell Gardening Website. 

 
 

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

 
November 4, The Hudson Valley Iris & Daylily Society will host a lecture by John 
Capobianco. John will provide a commentary while creating a bonsai from nursery stock.  John 
will be creating a Chrysathemum Bonsai which is a rare bonsai that matures in approximately 1 
year.  John is the Bonsai instructor at the NY Botanical Gardens and a former President of the 
Bonsai Society of Greater NY.  The event is open and free to the public.  The meeting will take 
place at the Marlboro Free Library, 1251 Rt 9W, Marlboro, NY 12542 at 2 pm.  The lecture will 
be approx. 1 hour long followed by a question and answer session.  Come early and join us for 
snacks, beverages and socializing. http://www.hvids.org/.  
 
November 11, Mid-Hudson Orchid Society, featuring speaker Larry Desiano, with a 
program for new growers 1:30- 2:30 PM. The Mid-Hudson Orchid Society is dedicated to 
providing a supportive community to encourage communication and education among 
individuals who are interested in the growing and study of orchids. Learn from experienced 
orchid enthusiasts, view blooming orchids at each meeting’s Show Table, buy orchids, and 
listen to expert speakers give advice and share their knowledge of orchids… all at our monthly 
meetings. Become a member or join one of our meetings and watch friendships bloom. For 
further information, please call Elisabeth at 845-294-1000.  Location: Union Presbyterian 
Church, 44 Balmville Road, Newburgh, NY 12550. http://www.mhos.us.com/  
 
November 13, Verplank Garden Club, This month's program: Flower Arranging 
Demonstration, 7- 8:30 PM. The Verplanck Garden Club, a not-for-profit environmental 
education garden club, meets the second Tuesday of each month. Guests and new members 

mailto:nh26@cornell.edu
http://blogs.cornell.edu/horticulture/soil-basics/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/horticulture/soil-basics/soil-basics-testing/
http://blogs.cornell.edu/horticulture/soil-basics/soil-basics-management/
http://www.hvgardencalendar.com/
http://www.hvids.org/
http://www.mhos.us.com/%09
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welcome. Note: Meetings are held on the lower level of Fishkill Town Hall, 807 Route 52, 
Fishkill, NY 12524. Enter the building from the Millholland Drive parking lot. Walk down the ramp 
to the entrance which may be locked - please knock. For more information, e-mail 
verplanckgardenclub@yahoo.com.  
 

PLANT ID QUIZ 
 

  
 
Answer to last month’s plant ID is Sarcococca 
hookeriana var. humilis. It is hardy to USDA 
Z6. It prefers a shady location and rich, 
organic soil. It is deer resistant and forms a 
dense, 12” tall ground cover.   

 
This sun loving woody plant has white flowers 
that are followed by edible but tart black fruit. 
Leaves turn a brilliant red color in fall.  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 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 

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

