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A bike ride from the Port of  Albany to Voor-

heesville on the recently-completed Hudson/

Helderberg Bike Trail is a true treat.  While 

zipping by waterfalls, behind strip malls and 

over traffic-choked roadways on a smooth 

ribbon through the countryside, I say a sin-

cere thank you to all those who made this joy 

ride possible.  I have only one gripe.  At the 

western end, in front of  a lovely pavilion, are 

planted two Callery pears.  Unfortunately, 

someone doesn’t know that, for some time now, Callery pear has been a 

plant non grata, the poster child of  a bad botanical actor, and simply not a 

good choice for a newly designed landscape.    

It didn’t start out this way.  According to the Washington Post, Callery pear 

(Pyrus Calleryana) was imported from China more than a century ago as a 

possible solution to the problem of  fireblight disease in fruit-producing 

pear trees.  As part of  that research, thousands of  Callery pear seedlings 

were growing at the U.S. Plant Introduction Station in Glenn Dale, Mary-

land in the early 1950’s.  That’s when horticulturist John Creech found one 

that showed some outstanding ornamental characteristics.  He admired its 

beautiful early spring blossoms, disease and insect resistance, and tremen-

dous vigor even in tough site condi-

tions.  It also lacked the thorns which 

other Callery pears brandished.  Nam-

ing it ‘Bradford’ for 

F.C. Bradford, a for-

mer director of  the 

Station, John planted 
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180 specimens in University Park, a Washington, D.C. suburb.  Happy with the results, by 1960 

scion wood was offered to nursery propagators to graft onto pear rootstocks, which could then be 

sold to the public.  This would allow identical ‘Bradford’ Callery pear trees to be planted across 

the nation.   

A new star of  garden centers was born.  Landscapers liked ‘Bradford’ for its ease of  planting.  

Landscape architects and highway departments were drawn to its lollypop shape.  Everyone en-

joyed the flowers.  But trouble was brewing.  It was soon discovered that ‘Bradford’ had a poor 

branching structure, and sometimes split during storms.  Many trees suffered irreparable damage 

and required removal.  In response, new varieties of  Callery pear were developed with better 

shape and structure.  Then folks noticed that Callery pears seemed to be producing more fruits.  

The original planting of  isolated ‘Bradfords’ back at University Park had seemed almost sterile.  

But as time went on, and more varieties of  pears inhabited more of  the country and cross polli-

nated, they quietly fruited.  Where there are fruits, there are birds, who aided in the spread of  new 

Callery pears hither and yon, beyond the built landscape.  A new invasive species was born. 

By the late 90’s, the invasive characteristics of  Callery pear were becoming known.  Soon, dozens 

of  states listed Callery pear on their invasive lists; the number today is 29 states or better.  Locali-

ties nationwide are now spending tax dollars on eliminating invasive pears, but in New York, we 

keep planting them.  Unfortunately, State government left Callery pear off  the invasive species list 

created in 2014.  Obviously, we have a disconnect between people and pears. 
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Text and photos by David Chinery 

 

“I’m no good at cook-
ing or music, but I’ve 
always known how to 
garden.  Nobody ever 
taught me; I just ab-

sorbed it.  Some fami-
lies are churchgoers 
or sports fans.  We 

gardened.”   

 

Author and 1960’s TV 
personality Thalassa 

Cruso 
Do You Remember? 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwi777DSkdzfAhVPJt8KHTAGCPYQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwhatweretheskieslike.blogspot.com%2F2009%2F02%2Fjulia-child-of-gardening.html&psig=AOvVaw2eyErLpT1UkIu8q8MLx
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The one plant, besides poinsettia, that’s often given as a Christmas gift is 

amaryllis. Many people enjoy the Christmas bloom and then throw the 

plant out. Many years ago I found such a discarded plant in the snow of a 

neighbor’s sidewalk. Fortunately, amaryllis is a bulb and thus not likely to 

freeze after a short exposure to cold. So, of course being the scrounge that I 

am, I brought the amaryllis home. The next summer I divided the bulb into 

two.  

The next question was, “How do I get it to bloom in subsequent years?” I 

decided once I had two plants, I would “rest” one and allow the other to 

carry on photosynthesis. The one I rested went into the cellar with no light 

and no water from November until February. Thinking like a plant, I thought 

that my life was threatened without light and water. Of course the first 

thing that any life wants to do when life is threatened is to make sure its 

genetic material (DNA) is passed on. So, for plants, producing flowers and 

thus seeds is the answer. Sure enough, as soon as my “cellar “ plant got 

light and water, it formed a flower. Only after the flower had formed did my 

amaryllis produce leaves.  

By the time I moved from Cohoes I had more than twenty amaryllises. My 

first one was red, but I ended up with red, white and white with red stripes 

in the center of each petal. Now, I have to confess that resting the bulbs did not result in one hundred percent flower-

ing, but it certainly produced flowers in more than seventy-five percent of the plants.  In resting the plants, you may 

leave the bulb in the flower pot or you may take it out of soil and store it as a dry bulb.  Since I am lazy, I left the plants 

in the flower pots.  In writing this article, I came to realize that most, if not all bulbs, need a rest. Think of your outdoor 

plants: tulips and lilies. Even down south - my son lives in Baton Rouge, Louisiana - his outdoor amaryllises die back in 

the winter only to come up with that initial flower in the spring. 

Can you propagate amaryllis from seed? Absolutely! I only got small plants during the first year. I do not remember  

how long it took before I got flowering offspring, but it certainly is not an undertaking for people in a hurry. 

So, to sum it up, I would suggest propagating amaryllis asexually, i.e., by dividing the bulb, I would suggest feeding the 

plant once leaves are forming and I would certainly say you should rest the bulb. Feeding the plant? What kind of ferti-

lizer? Most fertilizers have three numbers. For example a common garden fertilizer is 5-10-5. The first number is the  

amount of nitrogen.  Nitrogen promotes green growth, so for example, a good lawn fertilizer is high in nitrogen. For 

amaryllis you might want something like 10-5-5. The time you are fertilizing amaryllis is when the leaves are growing 

and the leaves carry on photosynthesis for the plant. The second number in a fertilizer (e.g. 5-10-5) represents phos-

phorus. This promotes flowering, thus you want something high in phosphorus if you want to produce something like 

tomatoes. You do not need a fertilizer high on phosphorus for amaryllis because the “rest” causes the plant to bloom.  

The third number in a fertilizer represents potassium and that promotes the formation of strong stems. So, asparagus 

might want a 5-5-10 fertilizer. Amaryllis does not need fertilizer high in potassium. Its stem is the bulb and the bulb is 

only enhanced with the passage of time.   

So this year, if you get an amaryllis, don’t throw it out. Keep it to bloom in future years! 

Amaryllis Thrives On Tough Love 

Text by Inge Eley and photo by Linda Ford, Rensselaer County Master Gardeners 

Amaryllis ‘Royal Velvet’ 
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Oh, deer!  These beautiful creatures are browsing our forested lands to near extinction.  While 
many local woodlands might look healthy, a lack of  understory trees and native wildflowers, the 
presence of  invasive species such as garlic mustard and Japanese barberry, and a browse line in the 
lower tree canopy all indicate too much deer feeding.  Without young trees, the forest has a dim 
future.  In response, owners of  woodlands, sugarbushes and gardens often resort to fencing, 
which can be expensive.  Cornell Cooperative Extension Forestry Educator Peter Smallidge is re-
searching lower-cost plant-protection options.      
 

“Protection of  isolated trees is possible with wire cages or 
tree tubes,” writes Peter.  “Several tree tube designs are availa-
ble.  Tree tubes should be at least 5 feet tall and with ventila-
tion ports to allow air circulation.  Tree tubes need to be se-
curely staked to the ground, and checked annually to ensure 
the tube is functional and the bottom is in full contact with 
the soil.  Tree cages made from 2” x 4” welded wire or poul-
try wire should be 5 feet tall and well staked.  Some nut trees 
and conifers may do better in larger diameter cages than in 
tubes.  Weed management around the tube or cage is necessary to improve seedling growth, and 
will limit habitat for rodents that might girdle the seedling. 
 

For larger areas, fencing is a more efficient and cost-effective option than tubes or cages. Typical 
fencing designs include clearing an access trail, driving posts where needed, and the use of  large 
machinery to transport 8 foot woven wire fence spools. Some newer designs use 8 foot plastic 
mesh fence that allows for the use of  small and less expensive fence posts.  No fence perfectly ex-
cludes deer, and all fences require inspection and some amount of  maintenance.  The most expen-
sive fences, but most effective, are made of  woven wire with driven fence posts.  Installation costs 
are typically $2.50 to almost $4.00 or more per running foot. 
 

Research by Cornell Cooperative Extension and Cornell University Department of  Natural Re-
sources staff  is assessing the costs and efficacy of  two fencing designs to prevent or limit deer im-
pacts.  The objective is to identify low cost options that adequately exclude deer until tree seed-
lings grow above the reach of  deer.  Two methods use either plastic mesh or high tensile wire as 
the fencing material.  These designs are being tested in ½ to 2 acre areas that have been managed 
through thinning or harvesting to increase sunlight and accelerate the establishment and growth 
of  woodland regeneration.  In some cases, herbicides were used to control interfering understory 
plants.  The fencing designs are also being tested in sugarbushes to protect young maples and pro-
mote regeneration and sugarbush sustainability.”  
 

In summary, the plastic mesh fence cost about $0.59 per running foot, and the high tensile wire 
fence cost about eight cents less.  Part of  the overall savings is through the use of  low-value trees 
as living fence posts, which avoids the purchase and installation costs of  fence posts.  View the 
entire report at the website www.smallfarms.cornell.edu.   

 Barriers to Browsers 

Text by David Chinery 

cornellbotanicgardens.org 

http://www.smallfarms.cornell.edu
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Text and photos by Angie Tompkins 

What to do in January/February 
 

 

 

Review your recent garden journals, calendars, and photos. Note what 
worked well and what didn’t. Remind yourself of the mistakes first 
and then decide on alternatives, whether using different plants or 
different materials and methods. Look closely at the successes and 
figure out what the causes were. Fine tune your seed and plant or-
ders accordingly, and adjust your methods to correct errors and in-
crease production.  

Start a 2019 calendar to use exclusively for gardening information, such 
as varieties and dates planted. Plan to faithfully record your daily 
garden-related activities.   

Start a new garden journal and draw up a new garden map. Even in a 
small vegetable garden it is advisable to rotate your crops to alleviate 
some pest and disease issues that occurred last season. Re-think the 
location of your perennials and shrubs. If something has been lan-
guishing in the same location for a while, plan moving it to a differ-
ent spot in the garden. Of course, you might have to move plant B 
in order to make a spot for plant A’s new home, then move plant C 
in order to make room for plant B, and so on and so on… this 
might take a while. 

Make a list of the perennial plants which need moving or dividing in the spring. Include a list of where you will 
move them or to whom you can give them.  

Peruse and enjoy the new seed catalogues, but read them with caution. The more grandiose the description, the 
more you should be wary. Know what hardiness zone we are in and look for a statement with that information 
in the description. Any catalog lacking this information or any catalog that doesn’t give the botanical 
(scientific) name should be read with care. Generally speaking, we are in USDA Hardiness Zone 5, but you 
can check your own backyard by visiting http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/PHZMWeb/ 

For good success with seed starts, evaluate your equipment and materials before you begin.  Sterilize questionable 
potting media by heating it in the oven at 180 degrees for 25 minutes before using. Sterilize used pots and flats 
by soaking in one part bleach to nine parts water for 15 minutes. Make sure that grow lights, heating mats, and 
other electrical seed starting equipment is safe to use and ready to operate 

Clean and repair garden tools. Most can be sterilized by soaking for 15 minutes in a solution of 1 part bleach and 9 
parts water. Rinse and dry thoroughly, then lubricate with oil (WD-40 or equivalent). This may be a good time 
to book your lawnmower for maintenance. 

Liven up the indoors with new house plants. Give your current houseplants a few minutes attention, inspecting 
for insects, disease, drought and cold damage. Allow them to rest for the next 6 weeks, giving them minimum 
water and fertilizer. But you can rotate pots, prune if leggy and start new cuttings. 

Go outdoors, get some fresh air, and take a good look around. Trees and shrubs can be inventoried and inspected 
with no leaves cluttering the view. This is a good time to look for disease such as black knot on cherry and 
plum trees. Make a note of the tree branches and shrubs that need pruning in at the appropriate time when the 
weather warms. 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Betsy Kauffman 

Review, plan, dream! 

http://planthardiness.ars.usda.gov/PHZMWeb/
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August 

The emailed photo showed two tiny 
critters, lounging in what might be an alu-
minum baking pan amongst some soil.  Did 
these miscreants cause the rot which in-
fested my dahlias, the irritated gardener 

wanted to know.  One was a millipede, which is not often a pest of healthy dahlia tubers, since their 
miniscule mouthparts limit their abilities to munching on decaying plant matter.  The other fellow was more 
interesting.  After enlarging the photo, I hit upon the identification:  a wireworm. 
 

Just like much else in horticulture, the name is mislead-
ing.  Wireworms are not kin to earthworms, but are the 
larvae of click beetles.  Cylindrical, hard-shelled, and 
ranging in color from brown to yellow, they can be up to 
1.5 inches in length.  The look vaguely like a millipede, 
but have only six legs.  We might be able to co-exist in 
harmony with them, never giving them a thought, ex-
cept for the fact that we both like to eat the same 
things.  Beans, beets, carrots, corn, lettuce, muskmelons, 
onions, peas, potatoes, strawberries, and sweet pota-
toes are all part of the wireworm diet.  Unfortunately, 
dahlias are also high on their list.  They’ll chew on a variety of underground plant parts, including seeds, 
stems, roots, tubers and corms.  Wireworms are especially gifted at detecting the carbon dioxide produced 
by respiring vegetable matter and sneaking through the soil to attack it.  This means your seed corn never 
comes up, your carrots are deformed, or, in the case of our emailer, your dahlias are opened to rot.  The 
wireworm is not your friend. 

One old-school way to manage wireworms involves trapping.  
Potato chunks are speared with sticks and buried a few inch-
es deep, a few feet apart.  The end of the stick is left above-
ground, to mark the trap’s location as well as to cause a trip-
ping hazard for the gardener.  The wireworms, meanwhile, 
move in to feed.  After a week, the traps are dug up and de-
stroyed.  It is an elegant and inexpensive system, although 
the potatoes are decidedly unappetizing in the end.  Other 
methods involve planting cover crops of alfalfa or clover, or 
leaving the ground bare over winter and repeatedly culti-
vating the soil, exposing the wireworms to the vagaries of the 
wider world. 
 

Just like an awkward teen who grows into an accomplished adult, wireworms metamorphose into a rather 
interesting mature form called the click beetle.  These creatures were first described in detail by a young bi-
ologist with a most appropriate name, William Elford Leach.  An overly zealous worker, poor Leach soon 
suffered a nervous breakdown in reward to his efforts, and later died of cholera.  The beat went on for the 
click beetles, of course.  Long known because of their amazing physical achievements, click beetles are also 
called spring or snapping beetles, skipjacks or elaters.  When trapped on their back or troubled, a “peg and 
catch” system can launch the beetle to a height ten times its own length at a speed of 8 feet per second, sim-

ultaneously making the namesake noise.  If only they 
could dribble a basketball.   Text by David Chinery 

Big Air Beetle 

Both Photos:  extension.entm.purdue.edu/fieldcropsipm 



Horticulture is all about making plants do our bidding.  We prune shrubs into torturous topiaries 
only rivaled by poodles, we graft roots on shoots to the envy of  the finest cabinetmaker, and we 
force plants to bloom on our own schedules.  Although I’ve hedged for years and have experience 
in graft (but not corruption), forcing branches into bloom for winter color indoors has somehow 
eluded me.  I’ve convinced myself  to give it a try, and want to persuade you 
to force, too.      

Forcing branches simply involves collecting twigs and watching them grow, 
right?  Well, yes, although there are a few additional things to consider.  
First, only trees and shrubs which flower on “old wood” usually work well.  
Since these plants form flower buds in the autumn, they can bloom rela-
tively early the following spring, before initiating much new growth.  Other 
plants, which must grow for a period before flowering on current season’s 
shoots, are said to bloom on “new wood.”  Therefore, stems from forsythia 
are a good forcing bet, whereas rose-of-Sharon, which flowers only when summer is well under-
way, will not be successful. 

Also, consider the cold.  Although we might think freezing temperatures are the bane of  a plant’s 
existence, most require a period of  eight weeks or so of  temperatures below 40 F before they will 
force well.  By sometime in January we normally reach that milestone, so bridal wreath spiraea 
(Spirea prunifolia), Cornelian dogwood (Cornus mas), flowering quince (Chaenomeles sp.), shadbush 
(Amelanchier sp.), crabapple (Malus sp.) and the aforementioned forsythia will soon be ready.  Au-
thorities on flowerbud coercion recommend, though, that others, such as lilac (Syringa sp.), mock-
orange (Philadelphus coronarius) and redbud (Cercis canadensis) are better cut in March.  I’m not sure if  
we’re having a “real” winter so far, but I trust that the trees and shrubs will think it sufficiently 
frigid to flower. 

Now for the how-to.  Choose vigorous, young branches and cut them about ¼ of  an inch above a 
side branch or bud.  Stems 6 to 18 inches long are the best to display.  After bringing branches in-
doors, make a new, slanted cut on the bottom of  each just about the original cut.  If  outdoor tem-
peratures are below freezing, plunge the branches in a large tub of  cool water overnight.  This al-
lows them to come up to temperature slowly.  If  outdoor temperatures are above freezing, skip 
this step. 

Next, put the branches in an upright position in a vase or bucket, and add about 3 inches of  warm 
water.  Adding a preservative will lengthen the life of  the branches.  Purdue University’s fact sheet, 
“Forcing Branches For Winter Color,” makes the following recipe suggestions.  Combine 2 cups 
of  lemon-lime soda, 2 cups of  water, and ½ teaspoon of  chlorine bleach.  Or, add 2 tablespoons 
of  white vinegar, 2 tablespoons of  sugar, and ½ teaspoon of  chlorine bleach to 1 quart of  water.  
Hiccup! 

Keep the branch-filled containers in a cool, darkened room until the buds start to show color, 
when they can be moved into more light.  May the force be with you.         

May The Force Be With You 
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Text by David Chinery 

ask.extension.org 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwj136bWjtzfAhVRmeAKHWpZAqQQjRx6BAgBEAU&url=https%3A%2F%2Fask.extension.org%2Fquestions%2F324325&psig=AOvVaw1u5LSH_v0Sj99DtRDFba4R&ust=1546965751906045


Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 
 

Our photos this month 
come from Rensselaer 

County Master Garden-
er Barbara Nuffer.  Bar-
bara writes, “This past 
July my husband and I 
visited Glacier National 
Park,in the northwest-

ern corner of  Montana, 
bordering on Cana-

da.  The weather was 
perfect, we hiked many 
miles and were joined 
on the trails by Rocky 
Mountain Goats and 

Bighorn Sheep. Hiking 
at an elevation of  6,800 
feet brought us up into 
the Alpine Zone. Snow 
still covered the slopes 
and even the trails in 

places.  The wildflowers 
were abundant and var-

ied. There are over 
1,000 species of  plants 
in this park. Here are a 

few of  my favorites. 
Enjoy the brilliant col-
ors and unique shapes. 
A trip to be remem-

bered!” 

Page 8  Volume 14,  Number  1  Root  Concerns  

Mariposa Lily 

Sticky Geranium 

Wild Blue Flax 

Glacier Lily 

Larkspur 

Alpine Fleabane 
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Bear-grass 

Mexican Hat 

Anemone 

Inidan Paintbrush 

Northern Buckwheat 

Fireweed 

Yellow Columbine 

Alpine Aster 



First, let’s consider a traditional three bin “hot” compost system (photo 1). Start at bin 

#1. As it decays, move the contents to bin #2 and continuing refilling the first bin. 

Wait for more breakdown, then move bin #2 to bin #3. In the meantime, shake up 

contents of each bin weekly to aerate and hasten decomposition. 

Eventually, over the summer, contents reach bin #3 and all bins are refilled as the 

growing season progresses. Don’t forget to shake up the contents of each bin weekly 

throughout the summer. This hastens decomposition and is a great opportunity for 

upper body workout.  You can add compost turning to your PC or smart phone calendar as a reminder. 

This is a labor intensive compost process. It works well for processing kitchen waste. De-

composition is fast. The walls deter animal foraging. Blue jays check in occasionally, but 

daily turning keeps food items out of sight and makes them quickly unpalatable. Kitchen 

waste requires a carbon source especially over the winter months. This can be met with 

shredded newspaper, office paper or junk mail paper. Other sources are used paper towels 

and coffee filters.  

There is another option. It does not require a computerized calendar schedule. It does not 

require weekly shaking or turning.  It does require some extra innocuous space free from 

neighbors’ line of sight. This is a ‘cold’ compost pile. Just pile it up, wait about 12 

months then dig under and pull out the finished compost.  

This method is necessary for end of season garden clean up when there is usually too 

much material for the 3x3x3 foot bin composter. This is not a suitable method for 

recycling vegetable kitchen waste. Decomposition is slow and the visible food waste 

would be attractive to animals. Also, paper products would create a litter problem 

when blown around by the wind. This slow composting of garden vegetation creates a 

fine, dry product. Weed seeds and pathogens wont be killed or reduced as they might 

be in hot composting.  The three bin compost tends to be more coarse and moist 

from the concentration of kitchen waste and grass clippings and shortage of carbon material and lack of 

frequent turning.   

A third option can be seen at the the Demonstration Garden created by the Rensselaer County Master Gardeners. It 

is located at the Parker School off Route 43 in West Sand Lake. Master Gardener Bob Sherwood constructed a com-

post structure that incorporates features of the three bin and the informal cold pile. It is a passive way of composting 

with no turning like the cold pile but contained like the three bin method. The open slat construction and passive no 

turn method makes it best for garden waste rather than kitchen waste.  

This structure for the Demonstration Garden is composed of four bins. Two bins could be adequate for a backyard 

composter. The first year deposit all garden waste into one bin. Next spring label that bin “No” and just let it sit. 

Then current season material goes into the empty “Yes” bin. Before garden clean up at season end its time to empty 

the “No” bin. While it will still have some vegetation that needs to be pulled out and thrown into the ‘Yes’ bin, it will 

also be full of completed compost that is removed and ready for use. It can be sifted or used as is. Now the “‘No” 

bin is empty and is refilled with contents of the “Yes” bin and allowed to sit for another year.  The “Yes” and “No” 

signs guide garden volunteers where to dump their fresh garden refuse.    

There are many ways to make compost from the passive pile to rotating barrels or worm farms. All keep kitchen and 

yard waste out of landfills while making excellent soil amendments for the garden soil. It is a great feeling of accom-

plishment to dig up the finished compost product and spread it on the vegetable or perennial beds. Find a composter 

that works for your property and change waste material into a valuable soil amendment. 

3 Ways To Compost 
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Text and photos by Master  

Gardener Richard Demick 

1. 

3. 

2. 



I don't know whether it is nobler or not to mix your own; but for most backyard gardeners, including me,  the de-

cision is probably mostly a matter of convenience.  My backyard is big enough for me to have  a compost pile that 

handles our yard waste and kitchen scraps, but I don't have enough space  to warrant creating my own specialized 

soil mixes because of the quantities of ingredients that I would have buy to make it economically advantageous. I 

also know that my compost pile never heats up enough to pasteurize itself, and I am quite sure that I would en-

counter resistance if I were to propose sterilizing the compost in our kitchen’s oven.  
 

Although creating your own specialized soil mixes may not be your cup of tea, composting is something that you 
should do. If you are interested in composting and have not yet started, look at the Cornell website,  Small Scale or 
Backyard Composting,  for information about how to start. 
 

However, for those of us lured by the siren's call of convenience, there are  numerous organic and conventional 

commercial soil mixes piling up now in stores near you as spring approaches.  Both types contain some combina-

tion of organic and inorganic components.  Most combine  peat or sphagnum moss with perlite or vermiculite and 

add either synthetic or natural  ingredients (e.g. bonemeal, fishmeal, feather material or vegetable compost) for fer-

tilizer. 
 

Starting mixes need to be relatively fine and uniform in texture, disease and weed free, allow for soil aeration and 

retain moisture to minimize the risk of drying out. Growing or potting mixes have  similar characteristics, but  soil 

particle size is  larger; and they typically include more nutrients, i.e. fertilizers, to promote and sustain plant growth 

after germination.  
 

You can find many formulas for do-it-yourself soil mixes on the Internet. They seem to follow one of  two varia-

tions. The first formula is very simple and  is widely utilized   in  commercial greenhouses: 
 

                    1/2  vermiculite or perlite 

                    1/2  peat 
 

This mix was developed at Cornell University in the 1960's by researchers,  James W. Boodley and Raymond Shel-
drake, Jr. You can find out more about it and how to tweak it for various plants from Cornell's Information Bulle-
tin 46: Cornell Peat-Lite Mixes for Commercial Growing.  If you use this mixture in small plug cells, plan on trans-
planting the seedlings into larger pots with a  growing mix. If you are using larger cells or pots  with the Peat-Lite 
mix,  then it will be necessary to  fertilize the seedlings to sustain 
growth until they can be set out. 
 

The second formula    approximates retail commercial mixes. It in-

cludes both perlite and vermiculite with generous compost and fi-

ber components to satisfy fertilizing  and aeration needs. Using this 

recipe you could start seeds in larger plugs or cells and not have to 

transplant seedlings. 
 

                   4 parts pasteurized compost  

                   1 part perlite 

                   1 part vermiculite 

                   2 parts peat or coco fiber 

COMPOST, POTTING & STARTING SOILS 

"To buy or not to buy starting and growing mixes, that is the question..." 

Adopted from a March 18, 2018 post of the Rensselaer County Vegetable Blog  

by Irv Stephens, Rensselaer County Master Gardener 
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http://www.greenhouse.cornell.edu/crops/factsheets/peatlite.pdf
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“To garden is to let optimism  

get the better of judgment.”   

Eleanor Perenyi (1918-2009, American author) 

Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

In Albany County:  Call 765-3514 weekdays from 9:00 AM to 3:00 PM and ask to 

speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions by visiting their web-

site at www.ccealbany.com    

 

In Schenectady County:  Call 372-1622 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon, follow the 

prompt to speak to a Master Gardener and press #1.  You can also email your ques-

tions by visiting their website at  http://counties.cce.cornell.edu/schenectady/  

 

In Rensselaer County:  Call 272-4210 weekdays from 9:00 AM to Noon and ask to 
speak to a Master Gardener.  You can also email your questions to 
Dhc3@cornell.edu 

 

 

“Root Concerns:  Notes from the underground” is a shared 

publication of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer, 

Albany and Schenectady Counties.  It is published by Cornell 

Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County. 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County 
David Chinery (dhc3@cornell.edu and (518) 272-4210) 

Newsletter editor, designer and layout technician 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Albany County 
(518) 765-3516 

 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Schenectady County 
Angie Tompkins (amj22@cornell.edu and (518) 372-1622) 

 

“Cornell Cooperative Extension is an em-

ployer and educator recognized for valuing 

AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individu-

als with Disabilities and provides equal pro-

gram and employment opportunities.” No 

endorsement of products is implied. 
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