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A few years ago, I had the opportunity to buy river birch trees. 
The price was right. They were left- overs from a plant sale fund 
raiser. The four clumps I bought came home in the back of  a 
short bed pickup. Today they are about 30 feet tall after 10 years 
growth.  The trees are planted in clay soil along the edge of  a wet-
land and a small stream. The common name is river birch, but it 
also referred to as water birch as the tree thrives in stream side 
and swampy environments. 
 

River Birch (Betula nigra) is found from the Southeast north to 
New England and west to Minnesota and east Texas in USDA 
Hardiness Zones 4 through 9 (Photo 1).   
 

It is popular as a landscape tree. In addition to fast growth it is 
noted for the exfoliating bark, graceful shape, shimmering leaves 
and disease resistance. 

 

Similar to maple trees, the river birch produces enough sap in early spring 
to be used to produce a sugary syrup. It was used for this purpose by Na-
tive Americans. Because of  this, river birch should be pruned in late sum-
mer or fall rather than late winter or spring. 
 

River birch is fast growing. It has few 
insect or disease problems. It is not 
prone to winter damage like the white 
birch. And it is a larval host for the 
mourning cloak butterfly. The tree does 

have a few drawbacks 
that create the need 
for significant 
lawncare maintenance. 
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Notes from the underground 

 

1. 

2. 



One is twig and branch die-back. They fall like leaves when the 
weather gets stormy (Photo 2). Clean up requires raking, a lot of  
bending to pick up, and then finding a place to dispose of  them. It 
can happen summer or winter. Fallen twigs hiding in snow are a haz-
ard when snow blowing pathways. 
 

A more difficult maintenance problem are roots that protrude above 
ground (Photo 3). This became a problem the past year. It’s not 
good for the lawnmower. A suggestion for dealing with roots is to 
cover them with up to two inches of  soil and re-seed the grass. An-
other is to add plantings like hosta or other shade plants and shrubs 

to eliminate grass and mowing.  
 

I’m trying the soil and re-seed tech-
nique. Mixing low cost bagged soil with compost from the bin in 
a 50/50 ratio was started the last fall. More will have to be done 
this spring. The added soil may make it possible to add shade 
plantings (Photo 4).  
 

Reading “The Living Landscape” by Rick Darke and Doug Talla-
my the past year I learned that planting between the trees is best 
done at the same time as tree plantings. That requires landscape 
planning. But impulsive plant purchases often have unexpected 
consequences, like competition with spreading tree roots.  
 

I’m looking forward to the challenge.   
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Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

3. 

4. 
 

We’ve released a new video on our tech-

nique to improve lawns without pesti-

cides.  Entitled “Repetitive Overseeding 

Reduces Lawn Weeds,” you can find it on 

YouTube by searching for that title or at 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GhS

999kLei8   You’ll learn how easy it can be 

to thwart crabgrass just by using grass 

seed, and you’ll see this cute dog, too! 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GhS999kLei8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GhS999kLei8
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What’s in a horticultural name?  Some plants have names designed to sell.  ‘Happy Returns’ daylily 

promises a long bloom period, ‘Snow Queen’ hydrangea conjures up images of regal white flowers, and ‘Winter 

Gem’ boxwood portends a shrub which might still be alive and green in March.  But just like Norma Jeane 

Mortensen, who morphed into Marilyn Monroe, other plants need a moniker makeover to ever have a chance of 

popularity among the gardening set. 

Consider the bladdernut.  While some might think this refers to a 

doctor thrilled to be practicing urology, others could envision a 

painful medical condition.  Instead, the actual creature is a wonder-

ful native small tree or large shrub known scientifically as Staphylea 

trifolia.  Growing to about twenty or so feet, it may be found natu-

rally from southern Ontario to Nebraska and Florida.  It bears an 

abundance of small, dangling bell-shaped flowers in spring, has at-

tractive foliage composed of three leaflets per leaf, and features 

smooth, striped bark on the younger limbs.  It is easy to grow and 

very shade tolerant.  If you want to attract insect life, a blossoming 

bladdernut will entice halictid bees, andrenid bees, syrphid flies, 

dance flies and even the giant bee fly.  It has few pests, and pissants 

are usually not a problem. 

But how did this lovely thing get a curious name?  It comes from the fruits, which are inch-and-a-half inflated cap-

sules surrounding the seeds, and which start out pale green and progress to brown.  Their puffed-up countenance 

reminded some genius of a bladder, which seems a bit of a stretch to me, as I imagine bladders to be pink and 

slimy.  Better, although admittedly far-fetched names for bladdernut could be puffed cereal plant, forest pockets or 

satchel-tree.  Or, if the scientific name is translated, we have three-leaved clusternut, which isn’t wonderful, but 

better, I think.  In the end, very few people, beyond the native plant groupies, are going to want to invite anyone 

over to see their newly planted bladdernut, which is a shame, because this species deserves more attention. 

But beware:  the translation of a scientific name into a common one doesn’t always hold water.  Take Physocarpus 

opulifolius.  Starting with the second part first, if we dissect “opulifolius” we end up with maple (from an ancient 

Celtic word opolos) and foliage, or maple-leaved.  Physocarpus broken down becomes bladder-fruited, since Physo 

brings us back to the bladder and carpus is Greek for fruit.  Put-

ting it all together, we might commonly call the plant “maple-

leaved bladderfruit,” which luckily for both the plant and we gar-

deners isn’t the case.  Instead, we know it as ninebark, an innocu-

ous name which wisely avoids delving into fruits and seeds and 

instead points out that the skin of the limbs can be peeled into 

many layers.  Ninebarks have become popular shrubs and garden 

centers now feature such delicious sounding variants as ‘Summer 

Wine’ ninebark (with deep red leaves) and ‘Little Devil’ ninebark, 

which is quite compact.  Perhaps ninebark’s P.R. team could take 

bladdernut aside and offer a few suggestions.         

Clusternuts and bladderfruits 

Text by David Chinery 

http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder

/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=287254  

http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder

/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=287254  

Note bladder-like fruits 

http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=287254
http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=287254
http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=287254
http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?taxonid=287254


Someone I know had a potted Christmas tree. They asked me if the tree 

could have a new outdoor life. Since it was in a pot, I assumed the root 

ball filled the pot. If it’s not in a pot, ask the nursery person what size 

root ball is usually found on a tree of “your” size. Here is what I thought 

and what I found out. The first thing I read - which I had not thought of 

- is that it’s a wise idea to dig the hole for the root ball before the ground 

freezes. Of course, that is so sensible! How do you know what size hole 

to dig? Make sure it is at least half again as large as the root ball. 

I had thought it would be wise to move the post-Christmas tree from 

(probably) the warmest room in the house (a room with a fireplace?) to a 

cool area such as a garage. I still think it is wise to change temperature 

gradually. Remember to give the living tree an occasional drink of water 

in the garage. If we are lucky enough to have a stretch of time with 

above-freezing temperatures, you can go ahead and plant the tree outside. 

If there is a time of above-freezing temperatures, water the tree, but do 

not fertilize it. Fertilize it in the spring.  

I once found a Norfolk Island pine that someone had thrown out after 

Christmas. Well, Norfolk Island pine is a houseplant and this small 

(about 3 feet) tree was not dead. So, I brought it in the house. It did not 

survive. Apparently it had been in the cold long enough to damage the 

tree. You can’t win them all. A former colleague of mine has a Norfolk Island pine that they use as a Christmas 

tree. The husband got the plant from his students about thirty years ago. They put the tree out in the yard during 

the summer and then bring it into the house in the fall. The tree is now about seven feet tall and it makes a de-

lightful Christmas tree.  

Which trees are the best for a transplant? Firs seem to be good. I doubted the chances of a successful spruce trans-

plant, but my friend with the Norfolk Island Christmas tree has planted former spruce trees successfully.  Here are 

some more hints from Master Gardeners who have successfully transplanted live Christmas trees: 

* Limiting the time the tree spends in the house is critical as is keeping the indoor temperature as low as possible.  Keep some soil from 

the hole you dug beforehand in the house to use as backfill.  Remember that smaller trees always transplant more easily than larger 

trees.  Barbara Nuffer 

* Christmas trees in pots are not necessarily grown in those pots. They are dug from a field with a tree spade. Good but there is no bur-
lap or wire to hold it together as with a balled-and-burlapped tree.  Cut the pot down the side to see what you've got. Dig the hole to fit. 
Place the tree in the hole. Water the tree. Backfill the hole, poke holes around the tree. Water these holes until they all are full.  Stake 
the tree. If the tree rocks back and forth from the wind, the roots the tree worked so hard to make will break off.  Remember that when 
roots are cut they have to form a callus, then new roots. Do not fertilize a newly planted tree. When the tree was dug, the tree started 
growing new feeder roots in the remaining soil. All moisture and nutrients are taken up by these small hair roots. Say again "hair" - 
they are literally as thin as the hair on your head!  The big brown roots are just for anchors. Mulch the tree. Keep the soil from freezing 
and let the tree take up moisture as long as possible. Apply a good anti-desiccant such as Wilt-Pruf. Evergreens don't die from freez-
ing, they die from drying out. Keep the tree watered. But, remember the type of soil (heavy clay retains water, sand doesn’t).  If the soil 
doesn't drain, you'll drown it. Roots need air.  Doug Pratt 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Inge Eley 
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What To Do With A Live Christmas Tree 

https://www.morningagclips.com/a-

living-christmas-tree-for-christmas/  

https://www.morningagclips.com/a-living-christmas-tree-for-christmas/
https://www.morningagclips.com/a-living-christmas-tree-for-christmas/
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I have planted a live Christmas tree three times.  I’m not certain I have advice for 
success, but I can cover some of the many considerations and difficulties of larger 
trees.  Two trees were ultimately successful and one was not.   

The first year I had a white spruce and ultimately it did 
not survive.  To prepare the planting location, I filled 
the hole with some sweet peat and leaves to keep it 
from freezing and put a tarp over it.  It only takes five 
minutes to remove this fill when the tree is being 
planted.   The root ball for a five to eight foot tree will 
be larger and heavier than you anticipate!  In my expe-
rience, they weigh at least 250 lbs. and probably closer 
to 400 lbs., depending on water content.  A tree such 
as this is extremely difficult to maneuver even for two 
or three healthy adults.  

I have had two successful Norway spruce trees.  I’ve 
found that the roots balls are uneven and the trees 
don’t stand upright without securing them in some 
way.  I set mine up on a screened-in porch for the hol-
idays each of the three times I tried this to minimize 
the temperature change/shock potential.  I built a very 
sturdy box of plywood to hold the tree and keep it up-
right. The box allowed me to pack the root ball with 
leaves and some mulch which I watered regularly.  For the two successful trees, 
temperatures outside varied greatly.  One year was fairly mild and the other ex-
tremely cold for the 2-plus weeks after the tree was dug and on the porch.  From 
this experience, I’m also not sure if frigid or moderate temperatures will affect the 
success rate.      

Once the tree was back outside and in the hole, I cut the wire mesh, roping and bur-
lap from the ball.  This is also a lot of work and requires bolt cutters or a reciprocat-
ing saw for the metal and a sharp knife for the burlap.  Once the trees were ulti-
mately planted in the ground, I watered them repeatedly with five gallon buckets for 
several days to help tamp and set the trees in place. Like any planting, you do not 
want to set the root ball too deep. I did not amend the soil at all for any of the three 
trees I have planted.    

From my experience, do not get the tree from the nursery too soon. Wait until a 
few weeks before Christmas to set it up to minimize the time above ground.  Plan 
on planting it back outside within a few days after Christmas.  I am sure water con-
tent in the ground throughout the spring of the first year is very important as 

well.  You may have to water the tree as early as March or April depending on temperatures and rainfall.  

The photos are of the five foot tall white spruce I tried in 2015.  It had a deceivingly large and heavy root ball for a 
five foot tree!  

I am available for consulting and plantings for a substantial fee.   I 
will talk any ambitious spouse or significant other out of doing this 
for a fee as well.   

My Adventures Planting Live Christmas Trees  

 —  In Words And Pictures 

Text and photos by Tim Dolan, gar-

dening son of Rensselaer County 

Master Gardener Helen Dolan 



Think Snow! 
What does a gardener writer think about on a snowy Monday morning?  It’s no surprise that plants with the 

word “snow” in their name start to pop into my head.  Soon several appear in my mind’s eye, including dainty 

snowdrops, shrubby snowberry, diminutive snow-in-summer, and flashy snow-on-the-mountain.  While I should 

go out shoveling, I’d rather stay indoors, avoid all that white stuff, and think of another of my favorite “snow” 

plants, the snowbells.   

The genus Styrax contains about 130 different plants, 

most of which hail from warmer parts of the world 

than ours, but a few can be grown in North America.  

I’m most familiar with Japanese snowbell, Styrax ja-

ponicus.  As a college freshman majoring in plant sci-

ence with a summer lawn mowing gig, I first admired 

it at the Colonial Park Arboretum in East Millstone, 

New Jersey.  A small tree growing slowly to perhaps 

25 feet, it sometimes has a rounded form, in other 

cases it is more wide-spreading, but it always seems 

to sport a horizontal branching pattern.  Specimens 

may be single- or multi-stemmed, and have smooth 

gray bark which appears twisted.  After producing 

leaves, white, five-petaled flowers, each with a central cluster of golden stamens, appear hanging below the 

branches.  These abundant bell-like blossoms give Styrax japonicus its common name.  While the fruits aren’t 

overly attractive, looking vaguely like olives, and the fall color is only a middling yellow, the attributes add up to 

create a tree of charming grace.  For growing conditions, it prefers an acidic to neutral soil, not overly high in 

clay, and full sun to light shade.  In its native Japan, this snowbell is used to beautify parks, gardens and streets, 

but it also has a long history of utility.  The hard wood was used for toys, umbrella ribs, walking sticks, and tea 

house supports.  The soapy saponin from the fruits was used to wash clothes.  The seeds yielded insecticide, and 

when thrown in a pond, stunned the resident fish, which floated upward for easy harvest.     

While I hope this pique’s your interest in Japanese snowbell, I should caution that these aren’t necessarily easy 

trees to grow.  UConn reports that they may die suddenly for unknown reasons.  While it thrives in Boston and 

Rochester, NY, the general consensus among cognoscenti is that winter temperatures below minus twenty Fahr-

enheit could be damaging.  While it rarely gets much below zero in Albany these days, we all know that outlying 

areas are significantly colder.  One alternative solution is another species, Fragrant snowbell, or Styrax obassia.  

Also native to Japan, China and Korea, it has been demonstrated to hang tough to minus twenty-five.  It is nar-

rower in habit, with larger leaves and more fragrant flowers, than the aforementioned S. japonicus.  But the larg-

est hindrance is the scarcity of both species in the nursery trade.  While everyone who sees a snowbell ponders 

“why aren’t we growing more of these,” they’re seldom seen in gardens and the nursery trade.  But if 2020 finds 

you wanting a horticultural challenge, put a Styrax on your list. 
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http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFind

erDetails.aspx?kempercode=a770  

Text by David Chinery 

http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?kempercode=a770
http://www.missouribotanicalgarden.org/PlantFinder/PlantFinderDetails.aspx?kempercode=a770
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Text by David Chinery 

 

What to do in January 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardeners Marcia Middleton and Pat Thorne 

Check your houseplants.  Rest them in January.  Keep them 

away from heat and water minimally. Remember to rotate the 

pots for even growth, and prune leggy plants.  Start new 

plants with cuttings. 

Pot Amaryllis and Paper White Narcissus bulbs for winter 

color. 

Try forcing branches from spring flowering shrubs and trees, such as apple, crab apple and for-

sythia. 

Sort through your flurry of  garden seed and supply catalogs. 

Create or update a master plan for garden beds. 

Check on your supply of  new or clean seed starting trays, 

pots and seed starting mix.  Refresh as needed. 

Consider starting seeds for pansies, snapdragons, and hardy 

perennials.   Also consider starting, under lights, seeds for 

lettuce, celery, onions, leeks and early tomatoes. 

Remember to check dormant plants and bulbs in your cellar 

or garage and give them a light watering. 

Check last year’s seeds for viability.  Place 10 seeds between two damp 

paper towels, seal in a plastic bag, place in warm location.  Check in 7-

10 days, or longer for some varieties, for germination levels.  If  7 or 

more seeds sprout, they are good for the upcoming season. 

Clean and maintain garden tools.  Sterilize tools by soaking in 1 part 

bleach to 9 parts water, then rinsing, drying and lubricating them with 

WD-40 or equivalent.  Also sterilize pots and containers for the new 

gardening year. 

Check perennials to see if  any have pushed out of  the ground in alter-

nating freezing and thawing weather.  If  so, push them back into the 

soil.  Otherwise, they may freeze and die.  Replenish mulch as needed.  

Welcome to the beginning of the beginning.      
It’s time to start sowing  and growing! 
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Sedum Autumn Joy has color and texture. It’s a 

favorite of pollinators and requires little care.  

Milkweed seed pods are 
unique shapes. The sil-
very pods and pearl  
white seed fronds are as 
eye catching as summer 
flowers. 

Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard 
Demick was looking for winter garden color and 

texture when he took this month’s photos on     
December 21, 2019. 

Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 

River Birch exfoliating bark is a work of 

art. It also provides shelter for over win-

tering insects.     

Japanese Barberry’s bright 
red berries are nearly gone 
from bird activity and winter 
weather.  

Bittersweet has turned up on the 
bank across the brook for the first 
time. It has great orange color and 
architecturally shaped fruit. 

Multiflora rose is another color-
ful invasive like bittersweet and 
Japanese barberry. The rose hips 
are eaten by birds and spread 
through meadows and wetlands.  

Wild cucumber high-up in willow shrubs. In summer their 
trailing vines of small white flowers decorate the shrubs 
they climb like strings of lights on a Christmas tree. 

Red twig dogwood is common in 
wetlands. Horticultural varieties are 
available in garden centers. It com-
mercially used for floral and winter 
holiday displays. 



What do we do about a plant disease we don’t fully understand? 

This is the difficult situation surrounding a new problem called 

beech leaf disease.  While it hasn’t been reported in our part of the 

Hudson Valley yet, it did turn up in New York State in 2019, so 

I’m going to put it on my tree-problem-worry list and hope I nev-

er really have to learn about it.  While I’m not asking you to do the 

same, if you see something strange happening to a beech tree next 

summer, please give us a call. 

The mystery ignited in 2012 when a biologist in Ohio’s Lake 

County noticed something odd happening to native beech trees 

(Fagus americana) in woodlands and well as in landscapes.  Starting 

in the spring, the leaves of impacted trees took on a strange, 

striped appearance due to darkened bands between the leaf veins 

(Photo 1).  These areas eventually turned yellow, crinkly, and 

leathery.  Heavily damaged leaves curled and dropped off the trees 

prematurely.  With time, it was seen that young trees started to die 

within three years of the first symptoms (Photo 2).  The diseased 

trees were also more susceptible to the myriad of other problems 

beeches face, which includes mites, aphids and many problematic 

fungi.  Perhaps the worst actor in this cast of characters is beech 

scale, an insect introduced into Nova Scotia in the 1890’s which 

has since marched westward, and opens up trees to infection by a 

fungus called nectria canker.  This insect-fungus tag team is called 

beech bark disease and has harmed local beeches for about the 

last 50 years.     

If all this wasn’t enough, next enter the foliar nematode.  These 

tiny creatures infect plant foliage, causing patches of leaf cells be-

tween leaf veins to die.  The damage caused by a foliar nematode 

looks strangely similar to the beech leaf disease, so researchers 

began looking for nematodes in beeches, something which had 

never been seen in the United States before.  They soon hit pay-

dirt, discovering that our American beeches were harboring an organism called Litylenchus crenatae, an Asian beech 

tree nematode.  So were these the cause of beech leaf disease?  To find out, scientists extracted nematodes from 

unhealthy trees and injected them into clean trees growing in a greenhouse.  These clean trees then developed the 

disease, leading researchers to pronounce the nematode the culprit. 

Not so fast, say rival researchers from The Ohio State University (disclaimer:  my alma mater and a very fine insti-

tution).  They’ve discovered examples of both healthy and unhealthy beeches harboring the nematodes, and addi-

tionally found three suspicious types of fungi and three questionable types of bacteria in diseased trees, all of 

which muddies the waters but might indicate multiple causes for beech leaf disease.  Hopefully, researchers will 

agree on a cause soon, since we need some treatments for the problem, which has spread rapidly since 2012 into 

parts of Pennsylvania, Ontario, and our Long Island and lower Hudson Valley.  For Fagus americana, one of our 

grandest native trees, life is indeed becoming a beech.   
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Riddle Me Beech Text by David Chinery 

Both photos from:  Buckeye Yard and Garden Online 

at https://bygl.osu.edu/node/1176  

https://bygl.osu.edu/node/1176


Below is the 2019 edtion of  my recommended books about growing 

vegetables in your backyard. There are a couple of  changes, but still the 

core collection remains unchanged covering an array of  titles providing 

different approaches that gardeners of  varying experience or attention 

spans might find useful. 

 

You will quickly notice that the titles in the below list are not brand 

spanking new 2018 or 2019 books. Like any good book, these books 

remain in print or readily available from used book dealers because they 

continue to  serve gardeners well. I compiled my list  from examining a 

number of   "best" book lists from various gardening sites that I trust, personal familiarity with 

some titles and the personal recommendations from gardener friends.  Most of  the entries ap-

peared on at least two lists, and a few titles appeared three or more times. 

 

I did not use either Amazon or Barnes & Noble lists as sources, although I did use these sites to 

view sample pages of  some titles.  The books are available from these sources, but if  you do be-

come motivated to give one or more to a friend, I  suggest that you also check used book sources 

such as abebooks.com, alibis.com or  bookfinder.com etc. for lower prices. Happy shopping!  

A Vegetable Grower’s  

Guide To Winter Reading 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Irv Stephens.  This story         

originally appeared in the Rensselaer County Vegetable Blog: 

https://rensselaercountyvegetable.blogspot.com/  

 Brie Arthur - Foodscape Revolution: Finding a Better Way to Make Space for Food and 
Beauty in Your Garden. St Lynn's Press, 2017.  

Susan Ashworth - Seed to Seed: Seed Saving and Growing Techniques for Vegetable Garden-
ers. 2nd ed. Seed Savers Exchange, 2002. [If you are unfamiliar with Seed Savers, find out 
about it now at seedsavers.org.] 

 Mel Bartholomew - All New Square Foot Gardening: The Revolutionary Way to Grow More 
in Less Space. 2nd ed. Quarto Publishing Group, 2013. [Many a backyard gardener consider 
this to be their 'best' vegetable growing  bible. Actually, any edition will do.] 
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https://www.seedsavers.org/


 Andrea Bellamy - Small Space Vegetable Gardens. Timber Press, 2014. [Don't have a yard 
or can't get to a community plot, then how about using a roof top, patio or windowsill - great ideas 
here.] 

 Eliot Coleman -  Winter Harvest Handbook:  Year Round Vegetable Production Using Deep-
Organic Techniques and Unheated Greenhouses. Chelsea Green Publishing, 
2009. [n.b. Coleman  authored the classic, New Organic Grower (now in its 3rd edition). This one 
assumes you have a lot space for gardening.] 

 Derek Fell - Vertical Gardening: Grow Up, Not Out for More Vegetables and Flowers in 
Much Less Space. Rodale Inc., 2011. 

 Brad Halm & Craig McCrate - High Yield Vegetable Gardening: Grow More of What You 
Want in the Space You Have.  Storey Publishing, 2015. 

 Toby Hemenway - Gaia's Garden: A Guide to Home Scale Permaculture. 2nd ed. Chelsea 
Green Publishing, 2009. [In case you are not familiar with the term, 'permaculture' is about establish-
ing and using techniques that promote sustainable and self-sufficient agriculture.] 

 Craig Le Houllier - Epic Tomatoes: How to Selet and Grow the Best Varieties of All 
Time. Storey Publishing, 2015.   

 Wendy Kiang-Spray - Chinese Kitchen Garden: Growing Techniques and Family Recipes 
from a Classic Cuisine. Timber Press, 2017. [This is specialized and (warning) includes recipes; 
but I like Chinese food and Timber Press is very selective in its offerings.  To learn a little more 
about the author and the cuisine, checkout her blog: greenishthumb.] 

 Ron Kujawski and Jennifer Kujawski - Week-by-week Vegetable Gardener's Handbook. Sto-
rey Publishing, 2010. [This book has now appeared on other lists. I reviewed it in February 2018, 
and now find myself referencing it regularly.]  Editor’s Note:  Ron will be a featured speaker at Rens-
selaer County’s Spring Garden Day 2020! 

 Bret Markham - Mini Farming: Self-sufficiency on 1/4 Acre. Skyhorse Publishing, 2010. [This 
might tempt you to buy that vacant lot next door...] 

 Tara Nolan - Raised Bed Revolution: Build it, Fill it, Plant it - Gardening Anywhere. Cold 
Springs Press, 2016. [The author, a Canadian, founded Savvy Gardening that promotes innovative 
approaches to both ornamental and vegetable gardens.] 

 Deborah L Martin -  Rodale's Basic Organic Gardening: A Beginner's Guide to Starting a 
Healthy Garden.   Rodale Press, 2014.   If I had to give one book to a city person who somehow 
found herself either with a backyard or stuck in the country and thought it would be nice to grow veg-
etables, this is the book I would give her. It's straight forward and the reader will not feel over-
whelmed by information. 

 The Organic Gardener's Handbook of Natural Pest and Disease Control: A Guide to Main-
taining a Healthy Garden and Yard the Earth Friendly Way. Rodale Inc., 2009. 

 Barbara Pleasant - Home Grown Pantry: A Gardener's Guide to Selecting the Best Varieties 
& Planting the Perfect Amounts For What You Want to Eat Year Round. Storey Publishing, 
2017. [The author is a regular contributor to Mother Earth News and winner of three Golden Globe 
awards from the Garden Writers' Association.] 

 Rodale's Ultimate Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening. Rodale Inc., 2009 [Rodale's own 
 gardening bible has been a mainstay for organic vegetable growers since J. L. Rodale published 
the original in 1959.] 

 Edward C. Smith - Vegetable Gardener's Bible. 2nd edition. Storey Publishing, 2009. [A Ver-
monter, Smith has been writing for 30+ years and gardening for more. He also has a "bible" on con-
tainer growing published in 2011.] 

Jessica Walliser - Container Gardening Complete. Cool Springs Press, 2017. [The author is a 

regular contributor to Savvy Gardening, a women's owned company out of Canada covering  all as-

pects of gardening.] 

http://www.greenishthumb.net/
https://savvygardening.com/
https://savvygardening.com/


A new year, this 2020.  While normal folks are making a fresh start, gardeners are turning 

over a new leaf (and hopefully not finding spider mites).  We of the earth might also take 

a new view of our gardens in this infant decade.  One way to do that is to consider the 

actual physical views we have – both within our garden but also looking out.  Winter is a 

good time to ponder perspectives, since bare-naked trees and dormant herbaceous plants 

provide a clean-looking slate. 

Monty Don is the man making me re-view my garden views (Photo 1).  If you don’t 

know him, he’s a British gardener extraordinaire with his own TV shows.  Monty takes 

us to French gardens, such as Versailles and Villandry, severely formal landscapes de-

signed to be viewed from palaces and terraces.  Everything is long views to focal points, 

and the gardens are so huge that the views are kept within.  In Italy, Monty shows us 

hilltop villas with expansive views out of the garden into the countryside.  In English pastoral parks, the views are 

of winding waterways and informal lakes, and trees close and distant, with perhaps a church steeple or folly in the 

background.  While very few of us garden on this scale, we can still think about internal views, external views, bor-

rowed views and seasonal views.   

One internal view I’ve created in my own garden is a long vista from the back 

porch, straight through the garden via a turf path.  Without a focal point, the 

eye just stopped at the woods, unsatisfied, so initially I painted several giant 

industrial spools, stacked them and called it “Cosmic Tree,” a quirky landmark 

you couldn’t miss.   Cosmic Tree eventually rotted and fell, and was replaced 

by a large steel windmill, somewhat prosaic but it is still doing the job.  Rose-

mary Verey’s Barnsley House view and focal point, much classier, was parallel 

laburnums on tall arches with alliums below and a stone path stopping at a 

Greek column (Photo 2).  Once you recognize the long-view-and-focal-point 

trick, you’ll see it repeated in successful gardens everywhere. 

I’ve had some views to screen out, including an un-picturesque old barn, a ne-

glected trailer and chained dog, which have been masked by an informal hedge 

of arborvitae and spruce.  A fence as well as a mixed hedgerow of lilacs, vibur-

nums, willows and dogwoods blocks the back and side yards from the road.  

Fences required little maintenance but eventual replacement, whereas shrubs 

require some work but offer seasonal changes in beauty.  Fences also require permits, while Uncle Sam doesn’t get 

too involved with what we plant – yet. 

Borrowed views are nice things you don’t own but can and want to see from your garden.  My back garden over-

looks the Moordenerkill, cornfields, stately sycamores and a water tower far away on Maple Hill Road, but only in 

winter, since all is hidden by a green veil in summer, making these seasonal views as well.  A garden with borrowed 

views is truly having the full Monty.        

A Garden Re-View 
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More about Monty Don can be found here:  https://www.montydon.com/   

Rosemary Verey’s laburnum arches had to be removed and re-planted in 2015 

but are re-growing nicely. 

Text by D. 

Chinery 

1. 

2. 

https://www.montydon.com/


I have a “living fossil”  growing in my yard, a tree called 
metasequoia glyptostroboides, or dawn redwood.  This tree has 
an amazing story. One hundred million years ago when the 
dinosaurs still roamed, it grew throughout North America, Eu-
rope, and China.  Because the only trace of this tree's  existence 
was in fossils, it was believed to be extinct.  But 1941, a stand 
of “living fossils” was found growing wild in central China..  
Botanists from the Arnold Arboretum at Harvard University 
organized an expedition to China, and in 1944 they visited the 
only known grove of dawn redwoods and brought back seeds.  
Within a few years they propagated more seeds and sent them 
to arboretums around the world.  Today nearly every dawn 
redwood that grows under cultivation is descended from  the 
seeds brought back 

to Harvard from just three trees found on that expedition. 
 
This, however, was not the reason why I planted a dawn redwood in our 
yard twenty years ago.  My family  had recently moved from Watervliet, 
where we lived in the last house on a dead end street next to a steep 
wooded ravine with a winding stream and waterfall.  Our new property 
“in the country” was once a cow pasture and it had few trees and no 
shade and our new yard reminded me of the parking lot at a drive-in 
movie.  In desperation, I bought the dawn redwood because I was told 
that it was a fast grower.   For its height, it was the cheapest tree I could 
afford.   
 
Since then, the tree has grown quickly, as I expected, but more im-
portantly, it has impressed me with its unusual beauty.  In spring its fine-
textured green foliage is as soft and delicate as the fronds of a fern.  Un-

like most conifers, the dawn red-
wood is not “evergreen.” It is decid-
uous and in autumn its needles turn russet 
brown and drop off to reveal the tree's 
amazing structure.  Its single trunk is ram-
rod straight with deeply fissured reddish 
brown bark.  It's base is enormous, with 
deep grooves and buttresses.   From its 
broad base, the trunk narrows as it soars to 
the sky, with a multitude of whirling 
branches stretching gracefully upward like 
the arms of a spinning dancer.  It is during 
our long bleak winters that I am most grate-
ful for unexpected beauty of this tree. 
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“Compared to gardeners, I think it is 

generally agreed that others under-

stand very little about anything of 

consequence .” 

Henry Mitchell, Garden Writer (1924-1993) 

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 
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