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Executive Director’s Note 
How are you doing? 

This is the question I find myself frequently asking of co-workers, family, friends and those in my online 

networks. It is important to take care of ourselves as we follow ‘social distance’ (six feet apart), and 

handwashing (twenty seconds or Happy Birthday twice) protocols. We are making the best of this new 

way of being, by finding ways to: work from kitchens, tables and spare rooms; educate and entertain our 

children at home and share the Internet, computers, TV’s and congregate spaces. One benefit: we have 

slowed down, cleaned our houses, and find we are spending more time with family. We need to include 

ways to enjoy the outdoors. 

As spring approaches, we have the opportunity to get outside (the Governor recommends an hour daily) 

for exercise, Vitamin D (sunshine!) and stress reduction. Gardening meets all three criteria! 

Cooperative Extension staff are working remotely, but we are here for you, for your gardening and 

growing questions. In anticipation of spring gardens in Yates County and the Finger Lakes, we have 

worked on putting together this issue, for you! While the office is closed, you can still call and leave a 

message, email staff, and watch us on Facebook provide education on gardening. Our CCE Yates 

website also has a wealth of information.  

Gardening is a restorative practice—you can see the fruits of your labor, and know that you are providing 

for family and friends. In a time of much uncertainly, you need to go back to what is familiar and true. With 

Gardening, you can depend on the familiar and comforting routine of planting, weeding, watering and 

harvesting. 

 

Let us begin! 

 

Executive Director & Master Gardener 
Cornell Cooperative Extension of Yates County 

This issue of Gardening Matters will be a little different. Due to the greatly increased focus on 
self-sufficiency during the Covid-19 pandemic, we will take this issue to focus primarily on 
food gardening as a source of nutrition and pleasure. With proper planning and flexible 
thinking, great food of all sorts can be grown in containers, window boxes or even straw 
bales!  We’ll explore the possibilities in this issue and be back to our normal mix of 
ornamentals and edible growing in our summer edition. If you have any questions about 
gardening, even though our Extension offices are closed, myself, Cheryl Flynn and our 
Master Gardeners are ready and eager to help! You can email us directly at 
cb239@cornell.edu or cj348@cornell.edu or call the office at (315)536-5123 and leave a 
message. We will respond to you as soon as possible. We hope you are keeping well and 
safe during this difficult time! 

Thank you for your interest in Gardening Matters! This newsletter is published quarterly in Spring, 

Summer, Fall, and Winter. Subscriptions are $10 a year.  To subscribe, e-mail Caroline Hunt at 

cb239@cornell.edu  or visit https://reg.cce.cornell.edu/gmspring2020_257.  

mailto:cb239@cornell.edu
mailto:cj348@cornell.edu
https://reg.cce.cornell.edu/gmspring2020_257


Flashcards in the Garden 

  

  

Barn Swallow 

(Hirundo rustica) 

"One hardly knows what quality to admire most in. . . 

the Barn Swallow. All the dear associations of life at 

the old farm come thronging up at sight of him. You 

think of him somehow as part of the sacred past; yet 

here he is today as young and as fresh as ever, 

bubbling over with springtime laughter." 

 —William L. Dawson, The Birds of California  

Bloodroot 

(Sanguinaria candesis L.) 

This lovely spring ephemeral is native to 

eastern and central North America. Though 
found in woodland, bloodroot is a lovely 

addition to a shade garden and can tolerate 

drought and black walnut.  

Mayfly 
(Ephemeroptera) 

Habitat: Nymphs are aquatic, adults are short-

lived flying insects 
 
Diet: Nymphs are mostly herbivores or 

detrivores consuming rotting material. Some 
species are carnivorous. Adults do not feed.  

Lesser Celandine 
(Ficaria verna) 

 
Lesser celandine is actually an aggressive 

European plant, vilified by native plant 
enthusiasts for its tendency to emerge early 

and carpet the forest floor, edging out local 
flora.   



Flashcards in the Garden 

Barn Swallow 

(Hirundo rustica) 

Diet: Almost entirely made of flying insects 

Range: Found throughout the Americas, Asia, Europe and 

Africa 

The most widely distributed and abundant swallow in the 
world, the Barn Swallow breeds throughout most of North 

America and Eurasia, and overwinters in Central and South 

America, southern Spain, Morocco, Egypt, sub-Saharan 
Africa, the Middle East, India, Indochina, Malaysia, and 

Australia. Originally nesting primarily in caves, the Barn 
Swallow has almost completely converted to nesting under 

the eaves of buildings or on other artificial structures such as 

bridges and culverts. In North America, this shift in nesting 
sites began before European settlement and was virtually 

complete by the mid 1900s; nowadays, the Barn Swallow is 

rarely observed nesting on natural substrates. 

Breeding habitat for the Barn Swallow includes open areas 

(e.g., fields, meadows, wetlands) for foraging, a nest site that 
includes a vertical or horizontal substrate (often enclosed) 

with some type of roof or ceiling, and a body of water that 

provides mud for nest building. 

 
Sources: Brown, M. B. and C. R. Brown (2020). Barn Swallow 
(Hirundo rustica), version 1.0. In Birds of the World (P. G. 
Rodewald, Editor). Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, NY, USA. 
https://doi.org/10.2173/bow.barswa.01 

Mayfly 
(Ephemeroptera) 

 
Mayflies (Ephemeroptera) are short-lived winged cousins of 

dragonflies and damselflies.  Short-lived (ephemeros) 

because the adults of some species live for only 90 minutes 
after they emerge from water; others may live as long as three 

days after they emerge from water.  Adults have no working 

mouth parts. 
 

Mayfly larvae, on the other hand, will spend between 10 days 
and 2 years in water as larvae.  The length of time they spend 

as larvae also depends on the species.  They can be found in 

lakes and ponds, rivers, and streams; living on rocks, aquatic 
plants, and mud.  They eat algae and fine organic materials. 

 
When it is time to emerge as adults, all the mayfly larvae of 

the same species emerge from the water together, at the same 

time.  Sometimes, the density of the adult mayflies is so great 
that they appear on Doppler radar and snow plows are needed 

to clear the roads. Adult mayflies are eaten by bats, birds and 

Because mayflies are sensitive to water pollution, they are 
excellent water quality indicators.  

 
Source: https://nystateparks.blog/2015/05/05/mayflies/, post by Post 
by Susan Carver, OPRHP. 
 
Photo Credit: https://bit.ly/slgckgc 

 Lesser Celandine 
(Ficaria verna) 

• A member of the buttercup family, lesser 

celandine can delight the eye when it first 

emerges.  

• Don’t be tempted to choose this plant as an 
easy groundcover! It originally came to 

North America as a nursery plant, and 

some nurseries still sell it.  

• Lesser celandine is now considered an 

invasive weed in 25 states, including New 
York, and its steady spread worries 

ecologists and land managers alike. 

• It reproduces vegetatively, through 
underground tubers. If you attempt to keep 

it under control by pulling it out, be sure to 
dig up those tubers or else you’ll see them 

again next year. 

Source: https://bit.ly/34zYrjh 
 
Photo Credit: Blanca Begert 

Bloodroot 

(Sanguinaria candesis L.) 

Native range: Eastern and central North America 
Habitat: Woodland, dappled shade 

Season: Spring ephemeral  

 

This fragile spring flower develops and rises from the 

center of its curled leaf, opening in full sun, and closing 

at night. Like most members of the Poppy Family, it lasts 

for a relatively short time.  

 

The red juice from the underground stem was used by 

Native Americans as a dye for baskets, clothing, and war 

paint, as well as for insect repellent. The generic name, 
from the Latin sanguinarius, which means bleeding.  

 
Propagation: The most reliable method of propagation 

is by seed. Plant seeds immediately after collection as 

they must not be allowed to dry out. Propagate 

by rhizome division in either fall or early spring. (Wear 

gloves and wash your hands after handling the roots.) 

 
Source: https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?
id_plant=saca13  
 
Photo Credit: Arthur T. LaBar 

https://doi.org/10.2173/bow.barswa.01
https://nystateparks.blog/2015/05/05/mayflies/
https://bit.ly/slgckgc
https://bit.ly/34zYrjh
https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=saca13
https://www.wildflower.org/plants/result.php?id_plant=saca13


 

What to do in the Spring 

April 

 Start your tender summer bulbs in pots to get a 

head start on the season. You can start them in 
any spare pots you have around and it will speed 
up the time to summer blooms.  

 

 This is a great time to add compost and mulch to 

beds to enrich the soil and reduce weeds in the 
summer. To control weeds make sure your mulch 
is 2-3 inches deep. Avoid “mulch volcanoes” 
around trees- mounding mulch up against the bark 
can lead to tree girdling and potentially death.  

 

 Get your tools and lawnmower blades sharpened 

before the season starts. Call your local hardware 
store to see if they do sharpening or if they know 
where to take them.  

 

 Clean up your flower beds. This first round of 

clean-up is best accomplished by hand as a rake 
may damage small shoots coming out of the 
ground. 

 

 Start planting your vegetable garden! Peas and 

potatoes can be planted as soon as the soil is soft 
enough to dig in.  

 

 Remove bird feeders, then clean and sanitize 

them for next year to avoid attracting hungry bears 
to your yard.  

 

May 

 Make sure your peonies are staked to prevent the 

dreaded flop once they flower.  

 Mid May- start your cucurbits (cucumber and 

squash family) about 10 days before the last frost 

date to give them a head start in the garden 

without them getting root bound. Transplant 

melons, cucumbers and squash very carefully as 

they dislike having their roots disturbed. Try to 

transplant before they have their third set of true 

leaves.  

 Begin hardening off your tomato transplants and 

other tender garden plants before planting. Start 

to harden off both purchased and homegrown 

transplants a few days before the last frost date 

for your area. Place your transplants out in a 

shady and sheltered outdoor area for a couple 

hours a day, gradually increasing the amount of 

sun they receive and time. Bring them in at night 

to prevent freezing damage. After about 10 days 

your transplants will be ready to leave their 

pampered life indoors for the garden.  

 Late May- transplant out the rest of your tender 

vegetable plants and summer-blooming bulbs. 

 Deadhead spring blooming bulbs and supply 

some Nitrogen fertilizer to them to ensure strong 
blooms for next year. Leave the foliage until it 
yellows naturally so the plant can build up its bulb 
again for next spring.  

June 
 If your spring blooming iris are in need of division, 

divide them immediately after they finish flowering for 
the most success. 

 Mulch your vegetable garden to keep weeding to a 

minimum and to protect soil. Many people find that a 
layer of newsprint covered by a layer of straw works 
well though it may encourage slugs in wet years.  

 Start seeding more cucumbers, beans, lettuce, 

carrots and zucchini to have plentiful quantities 
available all summer. Succession planting of these 
crops can continue monthly until mid-July.  

 Prune and pinch your tomato plants to remove 

suckers. Removing suckers keeps their growth in 
check, encourages the plants to put energy towards 
fruit production and increases airflow to help reduce 
disease.  

 Keep up with the weeding! When weeds are small, 

this task is a breeze. Weeding once or twice a week 
will prevent the need for an all-out war in July with 
tough full-grown weeds with extensive root systems.  

 

 Give your standard lilacs a prune immediately after 

flowering to increase flowering for next year. Prune 
off spent flowers to just below their base, leaving the 
two shoots below. Tip off branches that are growing 
too tall to encourage bushier growth.  Look for any 
dead wood and remove. A little annual maintenance 
will pay you back with lusher lilacs next year.  

 



Getting Started with Starting Seeds 

Though seed catalogs fill our mailboxes at this 
time of year, many gardeners hesitate. They fear 
starting seeds indoors will be too complicated or 
difficult or messy. But nature makes it easy. A 
seed exists to sprout, and given the right 
conditions, it will do so with great determination. 

Seeds of many species can be sown outdoors 
once the ground thaws. But others—especially 
annuals and vegetables that come from places 
with a longer growing season than Chicago—are 
best given a head start inside where it's warm, 
beginning in late February or March for some 
plants. 

Expert greenhouse growers carefully fine-tune 
conditions for different species and varieties, as 
outdoor floriculturist Tim Pollak does when he 
supervises hundreds of thousands of annual, 
perennial, and vegetable seedlings every year for 
the Garden's displays. 

A beginner can start with a dozen plants on a 
windowsill. Seeds are so cheap that there's no 
great risk in at least trying the experiment. Start 
small, with just a few containers and a couple of 
kinds of seeds, while you're learning the ropes. 

The best guide to how to start a particular kind of 
seeds will be the directions on the seed packet. 
That's why it's often better for beginners to shop 
for seeds in garden centers, where the packets are 
available for reading, rather than from catalogs, 
where the descriptions may be sketchier and 
assume you have prior knowledge. 

The basic requirements for any seed starting are 
time, light, a growing medium, cleanliness, water, 
and attention. 

Time is critical. Some species need weeks longer 
than others. Impatiens, for example, need to be 
started three months before the last frost date in 
mid- to late May; tomatoes need just six to eight 
weeks indoors. Use the seed packet information to 
lay out your timeline. You'll need to know the 
average frost date for your area—as early as the 
first week of May near Lake Michigan, as much as 
a months later in far western suburbs. That's when 
you can plan on hardening off most transplants to 
prepare to plant them in the garden. 

Light can come from a sunny window if you are 
only starting a handful of seeds. Larger numbers 
will require artificial lights. They need not be fancy 
or expensive, though; a couple of standard 

fluorescent tubes in a utilitarian shop light works 
fine, if the fixture is hung on chains with S-hooks 
so its height can be adjusted. Install it securely in 
an out-of-traffic spot so the light can hang about 4 
inches above the surface of your pots and can be 
raised as the plants grow. A lamp timer can turn 
the lights on and off; they will need to be on about 
16 hours a day. 

The growing medium anchors the seedlings' 
roots and holds water for them. But it must be 
porous enough to drain very well and allow the 
delicate roots to find their way between its 
particles. Potting mix is generally too dense; it's 
better to buy a sterile seed-starting mix. 

The mix must be sterile because cleanliness is 
crucial: New seedlings are very vulnerable to 
disease. The containers, too, should be sterilized 
by dipping in a solution of 1 part bleach to 10 parts 
water. As long as it's clean, though, you can start 
seeds in anything that will hold a cup or two of soil 
— cell packs from last year, yogurt cups with holes 
poked in the bottom or special seed-starting flats. 

Water is essential for the whole life of any plant. 
The mix should be moist when you fill the 
containers and sow the seeds. Mist the surface of 
the mix gently with a spray bottle and cover the 
containers with a plastic dome or tent them with a 
plastic bag to hold in humidity until the seeds 
germinate. Set the containers in a warm place, 
such as on top of the refrigerator or above (not 
touching) a radiator. Peek daily, and when you see 
green sprouts, remove the cover so the plants are 
open to the air and place them under lights or in 
the sun. 

 

Photo Credit: Fruition Seeds 

Continued on Page 7 



Getting Started with Starting Seeds 

Like small children, seedlings demand daily attention. Read the packet directions carefully to learn 
how deep to plant the seeds and whether they need light to germinate. You'll want to label the 
containers precisely, with variety name and the date you sowed. Since seedlings can quickly dry out 
and die, check often to keep the mix evenly moist but never sopping (bottom-watering often works 
best). A few weeks after starting, give the seedlings one application of a very weak solution of all-
purpose fertilizer. Don't overdo it. 

You'll also need to watch the plants' height and raise the lights to keep them just above the leaves. If 
they are on a windowsill, turn the containers frequently so the stalks don't stretch toward the sun. And if 
you see any suggestion of disease—browning leaves, darkened stems, white fuzzy stuff—immediately 
remove those plants to try to keep the problem from spreading. 

In a few weeks, you'll be able to move the transplants outside. And in a few months, you'll have 
broccoli or tomatoes or petunias that you've known since they were brown, dead-looking things in a 
paper packet. You'll have watched the whole life of a plant unfurl. You'll be hooked. And chances are 
you'll want to start more seeds next year. 

Five plants to start from seed 

The best plants to start from seed indoors are those that tolerate having their roots disturbed and those 
that need a long growing season. Often the best payoff comes from planting interesting varieties that 
you wouldn't likely find at the garden center. Here are a few to try: 

• Basil: this favorite aromatic herb should be started four to 
six weeks before the last frost date. Basil is quite tender, so 
don't rush it outdoors. Try one of the many unusual 
varieties—lemon, Thai, red, or cinnamon basil, or a variety 
with large leaves perfect for adding to tomato sandwiches.  

• Broccoli: start seeds indoors the first week in March and 
transplant the cold-tolerant seedlings outdoors late in April. 
Broccoli also is one of the fall crops best started indoors to 
protect them from summer heat. Start them in July and 
move outdoors in August, when it's not quite as hot.  

• Tomatoes: everybody's favorite crop, though they can be a 
bit tricky. For beginners, a disease-resistant hybrid variety 
may be the best. Start indoors about March 15 and don't 
transplant until the soil is good and warm.  

• Lettuce: you can direct-sow lettuce seed in the ground 
after the soil thaws. But if you sow a large container of 
lettuce seeds indoors in mid-March in a sunny window, you 
can move the whole thing outdoors in April and start 
harvesting baby greens just a couple of weeks later.  

• Petunias: they need a long time indoors, so sow petunia 
seed in early February. You'll plant them outdoors after the 
last frost date in May.  

Photo Credit: The Spruce 

Photo Credit: Parkseed.com 

Source: https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/smart_gardener/getting_started_starting_seeds  

https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/smart_gardener/getting_started_starting_seeds


Straw Bale Gardening  

What is a straw bale garden? 

A straw or hay bale garden is a gardening 
method used for raising vegetables, herbs, and 
flowers directly on a bale. Straw or hay bales 
from alfalfa, wheat, oats, rye, or other cereals are 
suitable for making a garden bed. Straw bales 
are preferable over hay because hay bales 
contain more weed and grass seeds. The bale 
should be tight and held together with 2-3 strands 
of plastic baling twine—preferably made from a 
biodegradable material such as jute and sisal 
(Figure 1). Biodegradable twines should be 
positioned parallel to the ground to avoid their 
hastened decomposition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Advantages 

• Bales are about 2 feet tall, which makes 
gardening more accessible for gardeners who 
have difficulty bending over. The bales are not 
permanent and are usually removed at the 
end of the season. 

• Used bales can be used as mulch, added to a 
compost pile, or spread on the ground to 
enrich the soil. 

• No digging or soil preparation is required, a 
big advantage if you have hard or rocky soil or 
if you live in an area where soils may be 
contaminated with heavy metals. 

• Bales can be placed on concrete or asphalt 
paving. 

• Bales are an inexpensive way to create raised 
beds for gardening (Figure 2). 

 

Source and Cost 

Straw or hay bales can be obtained from a 
variety of places, such as a local farm store or 
directly from a producer. In farm areas, straw 
bales should be easy and inexpensive to 
purchase ($5 or less per bale.)  You will want a 
bale that is held together tightly with baling twine 
encircling the bale in two to three places. Old, 
unrotted bales work well if bales are still held 
tightly together by the twine.  

The steps  

Bed preparation 

Bales can be arranged based on space, type of 
production, and mobility needs. You can also 
design the placement of the bales for an 
attractive appearance. In any case, ease of 
maintenance should be considered when 
designing the garden. Planting height, row width, 
sun exposure, and watering convenience are 
important. 

Bale Conditioning 

• Water the new bales thoroughly and keep 
them wet for 3 days (days 1-3). Keeping the 
bales moist is very important. Once the bales 
have been watered, they will be very heavy, 
so be sure they are situated where you want 
them before you start watering. As the inside 
of the bales begins to decompose, they will 
start to warm up. This is part of the 
conditioning process. 

 

Figure 1. Position the bale so that the baling twine is parallel 
to the ground. The yellow tape was used to measure the 
dimensions of the bale. 

Figure 2. Cantaloupe grown on straw bales. 

Continued on Page 9 



Bale Conditioning Continued 

• On days 4, 5, and 6, sprinkle the top of each bale 
with 1 cup of ammonium sulfate (21-0-0) or ½ 
cup of urea (46-0-0), watering the fertilizer in after 
application. This speeds the decomposition 
process. On days 7, 8, and 9, cut the amount of 
fertilizer per bale in half.  Take care not to water 
excessively, which could lead to runoff and 
leaching of the nitrogen out of the bale. 

• On day 10, stop adding fertilizer, but keep the 
bales moist. 

• On day 11, feel the top of the bale for heat. If still 
hot, check every day until the bale cools down to 
about 99°F or lower, still keeping bales moist by 
watering when needed. 

Planting Methods 

Straw bales should be ready for planting 3 to 4 
weeks after conditioning begins. There are 2 ways to 
plant the bales: 

 Pockets or ‘holes’: Create pockets about 3 to 4 
inches deep by loosening and removing a small 
amount of the straw (Figure 3a) and filling each 
hole with growing medium The number of 
pockets will vary, depending on what crops you 
intend to grow and the spacing needed for those 
crops. It takes about 10-15 minutes to make 4 
pockets on a straw bale (Figure 3a). 

 Flat straw bed:  Create a flatbed on top of the 
bale by spreading growing medium on the top of 
each bale (Figure 3b). 

 

 

Seeding and Transplanting 

You can plant your bales using transplants or seeds 
for both the pocket and flatbed methods. 
Alternatively, direct seeding can be used when 
practical because it allows ger-minating seeds to 
form extensive roots within the grow-ing profile. The 
number of plants per bale depends on the space 
requirement of the specific crops and cultivars being 
planted. Table 1 includes suggested number of 
plants per bale. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gardening Management 

Watering 

Watering is perhaps the most crucial consideration in 
bale gardening because water moves out of the 
straw quickly. There are several ways to handle this 
issue. An effective, less labor-intensive watering 
system can be achieved with drip irrigation or a 
soaker hose system on timers. Low-input resources 
can be used innovatively to a build an alternative 
passive watering system. For example, a 2-liter soda 
bottle or a gallon milk container can be used for 
watering. Poke drip holes in the lid of the container 
and then fill the container with water and place it 
upside down about 1 inch away from the target plant 
(Figure 4). The water will then drip out slowly over 
the next day or two, depending on the size of the 
drip holes and the temperature. Temperature affects 
how quickly the plants take up the available water. 
Liquid organic nutrients can be added to the water.  

Straw Bale Gardening  

Figure 3. Two types of beds: (a) pocket or “hole” and (b) flat. 

Crop Suggested # of plants per 

bale 

Cantaloupe 2 

Cucumber 3-4 

Peppers 3-5 

Pumpkins 2 

Squash (winter) 2 

Squash 

(summer 

2-3 

Tomatoes 2-3 

Table 1. Straw Bale Planting Guide. 



Fertilization 

Adequate nutrient supply is critical for plants growing 
in bales. Make sure that plants have a sufficient 
supply of the major nutrients nitrogen, phosphorus, 
and potassium throughout the season. Nitrogen 
deficiency is very com-mon in straw bale beds 
because the microbes are using much of the 
available nitrogen to break down the bale, and 
nutrients are lost from leaching. If the oldest leaves 
begin to turn yellow before their physiological 
maturity, this is an indication that nitrogen may be 
limiting (Figure 5). Purpling is a symptom of 
phosphorus deficiency, while leaf margin necrosis 
(brown leaf edges) is a symptom of potassium 
deficiency.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If plants show nutrient deficiency symptoms, apply a 
handful (about 3.5 oz) of aged manure, compost, or 
a mixture of the two in the affected hole. If you use 
organic fertilizers, such as blood meal and fish meal, 
nutrients are more readily available than from the 

manure. Because compost and most organic 
fertilizers release nutrients slowly, they are most 
beneficial when applied at planting. However, 
inorganic fertilizers will provide nutrients at a faster 
rate and are more useful for providing nutrients 
quickly when plants are exhibiting symptoms of 
nutrient deficiencies. Foliar application of 
micronutrients can also be an alternative way to 
ensure balanced nutrition in bale gardens. Some of 
these products are expensive and may not be 
available in small packages. However, group order 
may help to get around this problem. 

Weed Control 

An added bonus of the straw bale garden is that, in 
general, there will be very few weeds. Some grass 
and weed seeds may germinate from the bale, but 
these are usually easy to remove early in the 
season. Use properly cured compost instead of raw 
manure to avoid weeds.  

Insect Control 

Ground-dwelling insects will be less of a problem in 
straw bale gardens because the bales elevate the 
plants above the ground level. This helps prevent 
ground dwelling insects, such as cutworms, from 
attacking plants. Also, because bales are used for 
only one season, the lifecycle of some insects is 
disrupted. Regardless, it is essential to apply the 
principles of Integrated Pest Management (IPM) to 
prevent and control insect pests in straw bale 
garden. 

Recycling bales  

Bales will usually last for only one growing season, 
two at the very most. After the growing season is 
over, recycle the bales by using them as mulch in 
beds or pathways, placing them in the compost pile, 
or working the rotted straw into the soil. If you do not 
have a garden where you can recycle the rotted 
bales, there’s probably a local gardener you can find 
who would like to take them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Straw Bale Gardening  

Figure 5. Nitrogen deficiency in pepper. 

Figure 4. Pierce the lid of a plastic bottle, fill with water, secure 
lid, set bottle upside down into the bale to provide drip irrigation. 

Sources 

Abrahamson, R. Hydroponics in the Garden? University of Minne-
sota Extension, Clay County. http://www.co.clay.mn.us/Depts/
Extensio/ExAPHydr.htm. 

Straight, A. Straw Bale Gardening. WVU Extension Service. http://
anr.ext.wvu.edu/lawn_garden/straw_bale_gardening. 

Straw Bale Bed: A Way to Garden While Building Soil. Oklahoma 
Cooperative Extension Service PSS2264. http://
pods.dasnr.okstate.edu/docushare/dsweb/Get/Document-7191/
PSS-2264web.pdf. http://anr.ext.wvu.edu/lawn_garden/
straw_bale_gardening. 



Growing Vegetables In Containers 
Growing vegetables in containers is an enjoyable and 
easy way of producing fresh food in limited space. 
Containerized plants can be kept indoors in bright light 
or outdoors on a patio, balcony, or doorstep - 
anywhere the plants will receive at least 6-8 hours of 
direct sunlight and sufficient water.  

Containers 

A wide variety of containers is suitable for vegetable 
production. Be sure to provide adequate drainage. 
Avoid containers that might contain toxic substances, 
e.g., treated wood or plastic buckets that may have 
stored chemicals. 

Satisfactory containers include plastic or fiber nursery 
pots; wooden bushel baskets; plastic, metal or wooden 
buckets; milk cartons - even plastic bags and recycled 
cardboard boxes. If necessary, drill holes along sides 
near the bottom and put a ½ inch layer of coarse 
gravel in the bottom of each container for proper 
drainage.  

Soil 

A lightweight soil that holds nutrients and moisture, yet 
drains well, is essential for good results. Garden soil is 
too heavy for use in containers. Soil substitutes 
consisting of mixtures of peat moss and sand or perlite 
or vermiculite, amended with lime and fertilizer, work 
very well. One good recipe includes 1 bushel each of 
vermiculite and peat moss, 1¼  cups of dolomitic lime, 
½ cup 20% superphosphate and 1 cup 5-10-5 fertilizer. 
A mixture like the one above may be used straight or 
mixed one-to-one with a good garden loam or finished 
compost. An organic alternative is equal parts of 
vermiculite, peat moss, and high quality compost; with 
0.6 oz blood meal, 0.4 oz rock phosphate, and 0.4 oz 
greensand added to each gallon of potting mix. 

Soilless mixes can be very dry and difficult to wet. 
Therefore, soak the mix with water at least a day 
before using to insure adequate moisture absorption. 

Planting 

Consider the size and shape of the mature plant when 
sowing seed or transplanting vegetables into a 
container. Thin seedlings or space transplants so the 
outer leaves of mature plants will just touch those of 
their neighbors. 

Varieties 

Though almost any vegetable can be grown 
successfully in containers, varieties of the “miniature” 
or “bush” type are best suited for container gardening. 
Because most container gardens are “kitchen gardens” 
whose harvests are intended for eating fresh (rather 

than freezing or canning), choose varieties that mature 
their crop gradually, to provide continuous harvests 
over a long season. 

Sown into large boxlike containers and provided with 
adequate fertilizer and water, almost any variety of “cut 
and come again” crops, such as mesclun salad mixes, 
spinach, Swiss chard and arugula can be cut every 
few days, providing bountiful salads and cooking 
greens over a long period. Space the plants only a 
couple of inches apart in the container and harvest 
individual leaves as soon as they reach edible size. To 
get continuous harvests of fast-growing crops like 
many herbs (cilantro, basil) and greens (lettuce, 
arugula, etc.), make new plantings every 3-4 weeks.  

Care 

Most vegetables require full sunlight, at least six hours 
a day. Leafy vegetables (herbs, lettuce, spinach, Swiss 
chard, cabbage) can tolerate less light than fruiting 
crops (tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, eggplants, 
melons). 

Because soil in containers tends to dry quickly, 
frequent watering is critical. Water thoroughly when 
soil dries to depth of 1/4 inch. Frequent watering 
washes salts from the soil mix and keeps it cool, 
preventing root injury. 

Adding up to 50% compost to the potting mix before 
planting will provide some nutrients to get plants off to 
a good start. Once the plants have been growing for 3-
4 weeks, then add liquid or water-soluble fertilizer once 
a week at dilute concentration (e.g., 1 ounce of 20-20-
20 per 4 gallons of water, or 1-2 tablespoons of fish 
emulsion per gallon of water). Slow-release fertilizers 
can be incorporated into the potting mix or added 
during crop growth; a slow-release fertilizer applied at 
the recommended rate need be applied only once. 

Crops that grow rapidly or bear fruit often become top-
heavy. Stake them to prevent stem damage. Provide 
stakes or trellises for vining plants. 

Extending the Growing Season 

Container gardeners can extend the harvest season of 
many tender vegetables for several weeks by covering 
plants or moving them indoors when frost threatens. 
Some crops may even be carried through the winter 
indoors if plants receive adequate light. 

Source: https://extension.unh.edu/resource/growing-
vegetables-containers-fact-sheet  
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Growing Potatoes In Containers 
Growing potatoes in containers is a great option for 
anyone who has limited space to garden, is concerned 
about what is in their soil or is looking for an easier way 
to harvest potatoes. Almost any vegetable can be grown 
successfully in a container, and potatoes are no 
exception. 

Though you may not harvest as many potatoes in a 
container as from garden soil, given the right growing 
conditions, a single potted potato can produce a 
considerable number of tubers. All it takes is growing 
them in a location that receives at least 6-8 hours of 
direct sunlight a day, choosing the right container and 
providing enough water. 

Choosing and Preparing Seed Potatoes 

Potatoes in containers usually don’t get quite as big as 
their soil-grown counterparts. Rather than trying to grow 
large russet varieties, container gardeners will likely 
have better luck growing small “new” potatoes. Potato 
varieties are also distinguished from one another by how 
soon they are ready for harvest. 

In general, mid or late-season varieties are better 
choices for containers than early-season types because 
they will continue to form tubers over a longer period of 
time. “Seed potatoes,” which aren’t seeds but small 
potatoes used to grow new plants, should be purchased 
from reputable seed catalogues or garden centers in the 
spring. Don’t bother trying to plant grocery store 
potatoes because these are often treated with chemical 
sprout inhibitors that will prevent new growth. 

Twenty-four to forty-eight hours before planting, seed 
potatoes need to be prepared. Large seed potatoes can 
be divided into pieces to produce multiple different 
plants. As long as a seed potato piece has one or more 
“eyes,” it should grow into a new potato plant. 

Potato eyes are small dimpled areas that contain 
vegetative buds. Large seed potatoes should be cut into 
1-2” diameter pieces that have at least one eye, while 
small seed potatoes can be planted whole. Allow cut 
pieces to air dry for a day or two in order to reduce the 
chance of rotting. 

Picking a Container and Potting Soil 

A wide variety of different containers can be used to 
grow potatoes. While it is possible to purchase ready-
made potato towers or special growing bags, any 
opaque container with drainage holes will do, including 
barrels, garbage bins, plastic storage tubs and chimney 
flues. 

An ideal container will be about 2-3 feet tall with a 10-15 
gallon capacity. Avoid containers that are taller than this, 
because it could be difficult to water them evenly; the top 
portion of tall containers usually dries out long before the 
bottom, which can remain soggy and cause potatoes to 
rot. 

Using the right potting mix is just as important as picking 
a good container. In the ground, potatoes grow best in 
fertile, acidic, well-drained soils. However, the same 
garden soils that are good for potatoes grown in the 
ground can be a poor choice for containerized plants. 

Garden soil compacts easily, dries out quickly, yet drains 
poorly and can contain weed seeds and diseases. 
Instead, fill containers with a half-and-half mixture of 
“soilless” potting mix and quality compost. Peat-based 
potting mixes are lightweight, retain moisture and readily 
shed excess water, and compost adds important 
nutrients. Both pre-made soilless potting mixes and 
bagged compost are available at garden centers. 

Planting 

When it comes to planting seed potatoes, it is important 
to understand how potato plants develop. After a seed 
potato has been planted, it grows a main shoot. 
Rhizomes, which are underground stems, develop off 
the main stem and produce tubers at their tips. 

This means that potatoes are formed above where the 
original seed potato was planted.  

When additional soil is mounded around the main stem 
of the potato plant, new rhizomes will form below the soil 
line and more tubers will develop. 

When getting ready to plant, start by filling the container 
with about 6-8 inches of potting soil. Next, place seed 
potatoes within the container, spacing them about one 
foot apart. The number of seed potatoes to plant 
depends on the size of the container. 

To maximize health and productivity, plan for five gallons 
of soil volume for each plant. After placing the seed 
potatoes, cover them with an additional six inches of 
potting soil. As the growing season goes along, continue 
to add more soil to the container, leaving six or so 
inches of foliage exposed at any given time. 

Photo credit: Emma Erler (University of New Hampshire 

Cooperative Extension) 
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Watering and Fertilizing 

Adequate watering and fertilization is essential for heathy 
plant development. The potting soil in containers should 
be kept moist but never soggy. Water whenever the top 1
-2 inches of soil feels dry to the touch, and apply enough 
water for some to escape out of the bottom drainage 
holes. 

Potatoes require lots of nutrients throughout the growing 
season to produce new growth and quality tubers. Once 
shoots emerge, begin using a balanced soluble fertilizer 
once every couple of weeks. 

Choose a product that has a higher middle number 
(phosphorus) than the first number (nitrogen), because 
while potatoes need nitrogen to grow heathy green 
leaves, having more phosphorus is important for tuber 
production. Synthetic fertilizers with a nutrient ratio of 5-
10-10 are good choices. Organic growers can instead 
use a combination of fish emulsion, greensand, kelp meal 
and bone meal to feed their plants. 

Harvesting 

Mature potatoes can be harvested once the tops have 
yellowed and started to die back, or after the first frost in 
the fall. Often the easiest way to harvest container-grown 
potatoes is to spread out a tarp and tip the container onto 
it. Sifting through the soil should quickly reveal an 
abundance of tubers. 

Handle the potatoes gently – they can bruise – and move 
them to dry in an area out of the light to avoid greening. 
Brush excess dry soil from potatoes but don’t wash them 
until you’re ready to use them. Washing can injure the 
skin and promote rot. Finally, store the potatoes in a cool, 
moist, dark environment such as root cellar or basement. 

Source: https://extension.unh.edu/blog/what-best-way-grow-potatoes-
containers  

Growing Potatoes in Containers 

Mulching Vegetables 

Few jobs in the vegetable garden are as rewarding as 
mulching. Time spent applying mulch to peppers, 
tomatoes, squash, eggplant and other vegetables means 
extra dividends at harvest time. Mulch prevents loss of 
moisture from the soil, suppresses weed growth, reduces 
fertilizer leaching and cools the soil. Mulch also serves as 
a barrier between the plant and the soil, helping prevent 
fruit rots that sometimes occur when vegetables touch 
the ground. 

Mulches are excellent conservation agents. They reduce 
cultivation labor, the need for tillage and the use of weed-
control chemicals since emerging and small weeds 
perish under the dark barrier. Mulched soil absorbs water 
better than un-mulched soil, and conserves water by 
reducing the evaporation of soil moisture by lowering the 
soil temperature. In addition, mulching prevents the 
formation of soil crusts and decreases soil loss from 
heavy rain and wind. 

Mulch is an excellent insulator that prevents drastic 
fluctuations in soil temperature. Mulch keeps the soil 
cooler in summer and warmer in winter, improving both 
root growth and nutrient availability. At the end of the 
growing season, organic mulches can be tilled into the 
soil to further increase the soil's organic matter content 
and water-holding capacity. Finally, mulches impart a 
neat, trim look to gardens and reduce the incidences of 
mud-splashed flowers and vegetables after heavy rains, 
which can lead to disease problems. 

Choosing the Right Mulch 

Mulch should be easily obtained, inexpensive and simple 
to apply, although availability and cost vary from region to 
region. You can usually find mulching materials in your 
own yard, at garden centers or from tree-service firms. A 
suggested depth is 3 to 4 inches, bearing in mind that too 

little mulch will give limited weed control and too much 
will prevent air from reaching roots. Lighter mulches, 
such as pine straw, may need to be deeper — perhaps 5 
inches — since they tend to settle rapidly after becoming 
moist. A list of mulching materials follows, with emphasis 
on their advantages and disadvantages: 

Bark: Small pieces of bark are preferred over large 
chunks. Bark mulches vary, but all are attractive, durable 
and suitable for vegetable gardens. The high carbon-to-
nitrogen ratio of bark requires prior application of nitrogen 
fertilizer. 

Cocoa shells: Cocoa shells are brown, light, easy-to-
handle and relatively noncombustible. They have some 
value as a fertilizer and resist blowing in the wind. Their 
high potash content harms some plants, so they should 
not be applied deeper than 2 inches. Cocoa shells may 
have an offensive odor. They are available in some areas 
of Georgia. 

Coffee grounds: Coffee grounds cake badly; thus, a 
depth of 1 inch is recommended. Coffee grounds contain 
some nitrogen. 

Compost: An especially good mulch, compost has 
fertilizer value and a soil-like appearance. Finished 
compost (humus) is also a good organic amendment for 
tilling into the soil after the growing season ends. 
Unfinished compost works best as a top mulch around 
plants. 

Corncobs: Ground corncobs are a good mulch, although 
some gardeners find their light color objectionable. Other 
uses for ground corncobs, such as in feeds and mash, 
tend to limit the supply for mulching. 

 Continued on page 14 
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Leaves: Leaves are free, readily available in many 
areas, release some nutrients upon decomposition and 
spread easily; however, they have a tendency to form a 
soggy, impenetrable mat. This problem can be overcome 
by mixing leaves with fluffy materials, such as hay or 
straw, or by shredding the leaves with a lawn mower. 

Newspaper: Newspaper is certainly readily available 
and economical but somewhat difficult to apply. The high 
carbon-to-nitrogen ratio necessitates the prior application 
of nitrogen fertilizer. A good use for newspaper is as an 
undermulch; that is, place two to three sheets under a 
thin layer of an attractive, organic mulch. 

Peanut shells: (Not recommended) Peanut shells are 
attractive and easy to apply, contain nitrogen and are 
long-lasting. However, peanut shells are carriers 
of Sclerotium rotfsii, also known as Southern blight and 
white mold, which can be a major problem in the garden. 
Peanut hulls may also be infested with nematodes and 
nutsedge seeds and/or tubers. Peanut hulls are not 
currently recommended as a mulch. 

Peat moss: Peat moss mulch is attractive and easy to 
handle but somewhat expensive. Dry peat moss requires 
considerable time and water to become moist, so it 
should be applied only to a 3-inch or less depth and 
avoided in areas subject to drought. Its acidic pH makes 
it especially desirable for acid-loving plants. 

Pine needles: Pine needles have an aesthetic appeal 
and are not prone to forming a soggy mat, as are leaves. 
They are especially good for acid-loving plants. 

Polyethylene film: Polyethylene film is one of the few 
readily available mulches that are economical enough to 
be used for larger-scale commercial applications. 
Polyethylene allows the passage of gases such as 
nitrogen, oxygen and carbon dioxide. Holes or slits 
facilitate planting seeds or plants and water entry. It can 
last several years if it is undamaged by machinery. 
Usually, it is used as black film. Clear film is sometimes 
used, but it offers limited weed control since light passes 
through it (unless an herbicide is applied before 
mulching). Earlier crops can be produced with the clear 
and, to a lesser degree, black plastic mulch because the 
soil warms. 

Straw/hay: Straw and hay are both lightweight and easy 
to apply, but their appearance restricts their application 
mostly to vegetable gardens. They are used more 
frequently as a winter mulch for protection. They are not 
long-lasting and frequently contain weed seeds. Coastal 
Bermuda hay is propagated vegetatively and makes an 
excellent hay mulch. 

Sawdust: Aged or partially rotted sawdust makes a 
satisfactory mulch that lasts a long time. Since it is prone 
to caking and has a high carbon-to-nitrogen ratio, apply it 
only 2 inches deep after adding nitrogen fertilizer to the 
soil. 

Wood chips: Since wood chips are moderately priced 
(or sometimes free), attractive, readily available and easy 
to apply, they make an excellent mulch. However, their 
high carbon-to-nitrogen ratio requires a prior application 
of nitrogen fertilizer. Wood chips can last about two 
years. Like bark mulch, woodchips can be a vector for 
termites. 

Source: https://extension.uga.edu/publications/
detail.html?number=C984&title=Mulching%20Vegetables  

Mulching Vegetables Continued 

Pictured: Bark Mulch 

Photo Credit: yardworksva.com 

Pictured: Pine Needle Mulch 

Photo Credit: Bert Cregg 
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Grow Mizuna and Other Greens in a Container, Window 

Box, or Garden 

Asian greens are easy to grow, delicious, and 
healthy. They are cool-season plants and among the 
earliest vegetables you can start and harvest. These 
lovely leafies can be started as early as St. Patrick's 
Day in a raised bed, large container, or even a large 
window box, and they’re tasty raw when young or 
cooked when mature. They don’t tolerate summer 
heat well, yet they can be planted again in fall.  

Mizuna, tatsoi, pak choi, and komatsuna are 
members of the mustard family (Brassicaceae), and 
they are all widely used as cooking and salad greens 
in Asia. They have a flavorful zing, and like their 
siblings cabbage and broccoli, they are vitamin- and 
nutrient-packed superfoods.  

Growing Tips 

All four of these greens can be easily grown from 
seed and do well in containers. The leaves offer 
texture, structure, and beauty to spring borders and 
edges. Mizuna has spiky pale green leaves; tatsoi 
grows in spoon-shaped rosettes; pak choi has 
curvaceous white-ribbed jade leaves; and komatsuna 
produces upright emerald leaves. There are many 
different cultivars of each. 

Start the seeds indoors and transplant them, or plant 
them directly in garden beds as soon as the soil can 
be worked, usually around mid-March. In general, 
these greens prefer full sun, but they can tolerate 
light shade. Follow seed packet directions for the 
particular spacing requirements for your selections. 
Plant your seeds outdoors in good garden 
soil enriched with half an inch of compost or in 
potting soil in a container. Ideally, feed with diluted 
compost tea or fish emulsion every two weeks to 
produce nice, full plants. 

The greens can be harvested at any stage. Most 
plantings will need to be thinned after the seedlings 
have two sets of true leaves. Use the thinnings as 
garnish for open-face grilled cheese sandwiches. 
Within three weeks or so, you'll have baby greens, 
which can be snipped or picked. These make a zesty 
salad when lightly dressed with apple cider vinegar 
and a few drops of toasted sesame oil. About three 
weeks later, you can pluck full-size heads to use in a 
healthy stir-fry, in veggie chili, or in the tasty recipe 
featured.   

Recipe:  Momo’s Greens with Sweet and 

Spicy Dressing 

Ingredients: 

• 1 large bunch greens: tatsoi, mizuna, pak choi,  
komatsuna, kale, collards, or a combination 

• 1 onion, halved and sliced vertically 

• 1 clove garlic, smashed 

• ½ teaspoon olive oil or coconut oil 

• 2–3 tablespoons smooth peanut butter 

• 1 tablespoon maple syrup or molasses (optional) 

• 2 tablespoons soy sauce 

• 1 tablespoon apple cider, rice, or white vinegar 

• 2 tablespoons pot liquor, broth, or water 

• Sriracha or red pepper flakes (optional) 

Method: 

1. Clean and chop the greens into half-inch pieces, 
keeping the stems separate. In a cast iron skillet or 
heavy 3-quart saucepan, sauté the onion and 
garlic in oil on medium heat until wilted but not 
browned. 

2. Add the stems and cook 2 to 3 minutes, stirring as 
needed to prevent scorching. Add the greens and 
cook 1 minute. Turn off the heat and cover the 
pan. Rest 5 minutes, then carefully drain off any 
pot liquor and reserve. 

3. While the greens are resting, measure the peanut 
butter in a small bowl and mix in the remaining 
ingredients one at a time, adding pot liquor, broth, 
or water as needed to make a creamy, smooth 
sauce. Toss the finished dressing with the greens, 
adjust the seasonings, and serve. 

Photo Credit: Maureen O’Brien 

Source: https://www.bbg.org/gardening/article/grow_mizuna_and_other_asian_greens 
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Accessible Gardening Techniques 

Gardening is one of those hobbies you can enjoy your 
entire life but as you grow older some of the physical 
tasks required to manage your garden can become more 
strenuous and taxing on your body. But there are many 
ways you can alleviate or reduce some of the physical 
challenges that come with the territory, regardless of 
whether you suffer from arthritis, back pain or are 
confined to a wheelchair.   

Here are some suggestions that should help minimize 
the physical challenges of gardening as well as some 
tips on better gardening practices.  

Raised Beds 

There are alternatives to getting down on your hands and 
knees and working the ground. For those with bad backs 
or knee and neck problems, switch from garden plots 
to raised beds. Have them built to a height of 28 to 30 
inches with easy access to the bed center so you can 
water and tend to the plants from any side. This will 
greatly reduce bending over and eliminate gardening on 
your knees. If you maintain multiple raised beds, you 
might consider creating wide, level pathways between 
them composed of pea gravel, pavers or brick. This will 
help with weed control but also provide flat, secure 
grounding that is wheelchair-friendly.  

Container Gardening 

If trying to manage a large garden or yard becomes too 
much work, scale back and grow plants and vegetables 
in containers that you can easily move from the outside 
to an inside sunroom or greenhouse as the seasons 
change. It is much easier to monitor and tend to a plant's 
needs using this approach and eliminates the physical 
tasks that come with managing large garden plots.   

Soaker Hoses 

Watering a large garden on a regular basis can be a time 
consuming and tiring task if you are doing it manually 
with a regular garden hose. Save your energy for more 
important tasks and use water conservative soaker 
hoses instead. Not only are they designed for better 
saturation for the soil but your water bills will be lower as 
a result. Automated sprinkler systems might seem more 
convenient but they are expensive, require repair 
maintenance and can waste water. Soaker hoses only 
need to be set up once and you are done. Growing 
plants in window boxes using drip irrigation is another 
easy and effective way to water.   

Plant Perennials 

Reduce your labor in the garden and concentrate on 
planting perennials over annuals. You can always grow 
your favorite annuals in containers or window boxes and 
save your energy for the care and maintenance of 
ornamentals and perennials that will come back year 
after year.   

Soil Enrichment 

Jack Kerrigan, a former region director with Ohio State 
University Extension Service, maintains that one way to 
make gardening easier for yourself is having soil "that's 
nice and light and easy to work. Adding a lot of organic 
matter to the soil makes any kind of digging, whether it's 
using a shovel or a trowel, much, much easier." 
Composted garden waste is an ideal additive to any soil, 
whether it is sandy or clay.  

Weed Control 

There are highly effective ergonomic tools for combating 
weeds, but you can also be proactive and spend very 
little in this regard. Kerrigan advises gardeners "to put 
down a layer of newspaper and then cover that with 
mulch or use weed mats that are available to reduce the 
amount of weeding that has to be done."  

Extendable Tools 

There is no longer a need to risk straining your neck, 
back or arms when pruning, raking or working the 
ground. There are now a number of tools available for 
gardeners with physical limitations from specialty garden 
product makers (Fiskars, Corona, Gripworks, disABILITY 
Work Tools, Life With Ease, etc.) Chris Sabbarese of 
Corona Tools says, "We have tools that can extend from 
anywhere like 18 inches out to 30 or more and give 
people in a wheelchair the ability to sit there and garden 
with trowels, rakes and cultivators."  

Adaptive Tools 

In recent years, garden tools have become more 
customized to provide better support and functionality 
through ergonomic design. These new products are 
crafted to fit better in your hand and are made from 
lighter, yet durable, materials. You might love your trusty 
hickory handle steel spade, but using one made from 
cast aluminum and mounted on a fiber glass shaft can 
greatly reduce the pressure and wear on your hand. 
Gardeners suffering from arthritis and fibromyalgia, in 
particular, are able to enjoy gardening again thanks to 
tools like the Fiskars PowerGear Softgrip Pruner, which 
features a handle that rolls to follow your hand's natural 
clenching motion, reducing fatigue and allowing you to 
make effortless cuts.  

DIY Tools 

If you are on a tight budget or don't want to replace your 
favorite gardening tools with newer, more ergonomic 
ones, you can easily make improvements to your current 
tools. Kerrigan, who suffers from arthritis, offers one 
solution: "I take the insulation that is sold for insulating 
pipes and I put that on and wrap it. You can use hockey 
tape and that added cushioning makes gripping so much 
easier."   

Continued on Page 18 



Accessible Gardening Techniques  

Garden Aids 

If you have a tendency to bend over too much while 
gardening or need additional support, why not consider 
investing in a garden stool or a rolling work seat that you 
can easily move around the yard? The only concern here 
is the potential danger of tripping over the stool or work 
seat if you aren't paying close attention or lose your 
balance. Foam knee pads are another garden aid that 
offer great support and are inexpensive. It is also wise to 
keep the essential tools you need with you, either in a 
portable wagon or bucket or a handyman's tote. This will 
prevent you from accidentally misplacing them while 
gardening or making constant trips to the tool shed.  

Garden Attire 

"I like to wear cotton because it breathes," Kerrigan 
states, "but also there are products out now where the 
clothing protects your skin from the sunlight, and those 
are very important." Kerrigan usually wears a cotton shirt 
with long sleeves and avoids bright colored clothing 
because it attracts insects. He also recommends wide 
brim hats because "they can provide shade on your 
face—and the ones with veils that go down over your 
neck are very helpful too for keeping the sun off."   

Hydration 

Always remember to drink plenty of water while 
gardening and avoid working in the heat of the day. Early 
morning or late afternoon gardening are best during the 
summer months. Another helpful suggestion is to garden 
with a damp towel around your neck, which helps keep 
the temperature down. You can also buy cold packs and 
keep them in the freezer until you are ready to use them 
outdoors for heat relief.  

Sensory Aids 

For gardeners who are starting to experience memory 
loss or becoming more forgetful as they age, here is a 
simple solution for keeping track of garden tools: Paint 
them bright colors so they stand out against the greenery 
or brown earth tones of the garden. Another way to 
prevent losing or misplacing them in the yard is to tie 
brightly-colored ribbons or labels to them.  It is also a 
good idea to make sure your garden design is kept 
simple. Kerrigan suggests that "a distinctive and familiar 
focal point allows for easier orientation" and that plants 
that trigger memories such as a favorite herb or 
vegetable are always beneficial. 

https://www.hgtv.com/outdoors/gardens/planting-and-
maintenance/accessible-gardening-techniques  

Photo Source: disabilityworktools.com 

Pictured: Robo Handle extension tool, which provides the 
support you need without having to bend your wrist.   
 
Photo Source: disabilityworktools.com 

Pictured: Gardener using a easy-lift harness to help with 
using a hedge trimmer.  
 
Photo Source: disabilityworktools.com 
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10 Easy Steps to Prevent Common Garden Diseases 

Sanitation! 
• Start with a clean planting site, free of last year’s crop 

debris. Debris from the previous season’s crops bay 
harbor diseases, weeds, and insects.  

 
Purchase high quality plants and seeds 
• Select plants with healthy-looking leaves and strong stems 

(avoid spindly plants). 

• Purchase seeds and transplants only from reputable 
dealers. 

• Avoid collecting seeds from diseased or unhealthy-looking 
plants (pathogens are often transmitted on or in seed). 

 
Rotate Crops 
• Grow your crops in different parts of the garden each year. 

Be sure not to rotate crops with those in the same plant 
family (e.g., tomatoes, eggplants, and peppers; cabbage, 
broc coli, and cauliflower).  

 
Avoid planting too early 
• Plant growth may be slowed due to cold soil temperatures 

(slow-growing plants are more susceptible to attack by 
disease-causing organisms and insect pests).  

 
 
 
Mulch 
• Mulches prevent soil that may contain disease-causing 

organisms from splashing onto the plants, and also helps 
retain soil moisture.  

Avoid overcrowding the plants 
• Crowding creates a moist, humid environment that is 

favorable for disease development.  

 
Water early in the day 
• Plants that remain wet throughout the night are more likely 

to develop disease problems.  

 
Remove diseased leaves, flowers, and fruit as soon 
as they are noticed 
• Diseases are easily spread by wind and rain from 

diseased plant tissues. Destroy the diseases material. DO 
NOT COMPOST.  

 
Fertilize to promote growth, but avoid over-
fertilization, especially with nitrogen 
• Young, succulent growth is susceptible to attack by many 

fungi and bacteria.  
Source: https://extension.unh.edu/resource/10-easy-steps-prevent-

common-garden-diseases-fact-sheet 

Spring Gardening Hacks 

 Practice some good distancing in the garden as 
well- many gardeners plant their plants too close 
together. By mid-summer everything is crowded, 
creating the perfect conditions for many plant 
diseases. To get a good idea of how much space 
your plants will need.  To visualize how much 
space your plants will need, cut cardboard out 
into the basic footprint for each plant. Place these 
in your garden bed to get an idea of how much 
space each plant will take up when fully grown.  

Pictured: Seed spacer cardboard template 
Photo Source: growagoodlife.com 

https://extension.unh.edu/resource/10-easy-steps-prevent-common-garden-diseases-fact-sheet
https://extension.unh.edu/resource/10-easy-steps-prevent-common-garden-diseases-fact-sheet


Spring Gardening Hacks Continued 

 Gardening in a tight space? Look up for more room to grow! 
Many vegetables can be grown on a trellis such as cucum-
bers, melons and pole beans. Plant cool weather greens such 
as lettuce at their bases so they can take advantage of the 
shade. 

 
Photo Source: https://www.veggiegardener.com/how-to-build-simple-cucumber-trellis/  

 Hands aren’t the only things that need sanitizing- wash and sanitize 

tomato stakes and cages before you use them in the spring to 
prevent infecting your new plants with last year’s diseases.  Scrub 
the cages well to remove any debris. Allow to dry then spray with a 
10% bleach solution. Let sit ten minutes then rinse.  

Pictured: Homemade trellis growing cucumbers 

Photo Source: UConn Extension Integrated Pest 
Management 

Frequently Asked Questions (Food Gardening Edition!) 

Question: When can I plant my vegetable garden?  
Answer:  Planting your vegetable garden will depend on what you want to grow, whether you’ll be 

direct sowing or planting transplants, and what your average last freeze date is for your area. 
Understanding the difference between cold-season crops (e.g. spinach and peas) and warm-season 
crops (e.g. tomatoes and peppers) will help guide your decisions as well. Look up your zip code at 
https://www.plantmaps.com to find the average last frost date and hardiness zone for your area.  
Traditionally, many growers start planting their tender crops after Memorial Day when nights tend to 

be warmer and the risk of frost is over.  

Question: What should I consider before using collected rainwater for food gardening?  
Answer: Studies have shown that harmful compounds may leach into rainwater from roofing materials 

and treatments. Check to see if your gutter contains lead solder or lead-based paint, if the roof is 
composed of treated cedar shakes, new wood shingles, asphalt shingles or copper; or if your roof has been 
treated with chromate copper arsenate or chemicals to prevent moss, algae or lichen growth. If the answer 
is “yes” to any of these questions, do not use collected rainwater in your food gardens or orchards, as these 
compounds can end up in your fruits and vegetables. See this rain barrel resource for more information: 

http://cceonondaga.org/resources/how-to-build-a-rain-barrel. 

Question: I have vegetable seeds from a few years ago. Can I still use them? 
Answer: It is recommended that about a month or so before the seed is to be planted, you test the 

percent germination of the seed. This is the percentage of the total number of seeds that have the 
capability to germinate and grow. This will help you decide how many seeds to plant, especially if the 
percent germination is low. The easiest way to do this is to moisten two or three layers of paper towels. 
Place an even number of seeds on the towels and roll them up. Do not roll tightly. A loose roll will provide 
more oxygen and create a more accurate test. Place the rolls in a plastic bag. Keep in a warm place such 

as the kitchen counter or on top of the water heater. Some seed will germinate in a matter of several 
days; therefore, it is necessary to check the rolls every two or three days. Count the number of seeds 
which germinate, and change this to a percentage of the total seed tested to determine an approximate 
percent germination rate of the seed you have saved. The percent of germination for seed that you 
purchase can be 90% or higher, so this can be used as a guide in determining how successful you have 

been in saving your seed. If the germination rate is less than 50%, it is likely worth composting your old 
seed and starting over with fresh seed.  Published: April 2019  

Author: CCE county Horticulture Educators 
Reviewer: Donna Alese Cooke 

https://www.veggiegardener.com/how-to-build-simple-cucumber-trellis/
https://www.plantmaps.com
http://cceonondaga.org/resources/how-to-build-a-rain-barrel


The Master Gardener Program is a national program of 
trained volunteers who work in partnership with their 
county Cooperative Extension Office to share information 
throughout the community. 

Master Gardeners are neighbors teaching neighbors 
about landscapes, vegetables, fruits, herbs, houseplants, 
beneficial and harmful insects, plant diseases, integrated 
pest management, wildlife management, soils, birds, 
composting, water conservation, and much much more.                        

Master Gardeners are considered researchers rather 
than experts. They participate in 40 hours of training provided by experienced staff from Cornell 
Cooperative Extension to gain a basic understanding of horticulture and available horticultural information 
and online resources. Course topics include plant nutrition, soils, vegetable, fruit culture, trees, shrubs, 
lawns, diseases and insects that affect plants, pruning and more. 

You don’t need to be an expert to join, if you enjoy gardening as a hobby, this may be perfect for you. 

To become a Master Gardener, all you need to do is attend a 10-week training offered by Cornell 
Cooperative Extension. 

For more information, please call us at 315-536-5123! 

About Us 

417 Liberty Street 

Penn Yan, NY 14527 


