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The last few weeks have been unsettling at best. If you’ve gone to the grocery stores at all you’ve noticed 

a distinct difference from the bounty of previous visits. Fruits and vegetables that we once had access to 

year-round have become more difficult to find as grocers struggle to keep up with the demands of an 

unsettled, concerned customer base. Despite this, there is hope. Upstate New York has some of the best 

soils and climate for growing a wide array of fruits and vegetables. While soils in Madison and 

surrounding counties vary somewhat as to pH, many fall in the range of 6.5-7; ideal for growing just 

about every fruit and vegetable imaginable. 

With the concerns about COVID-19 and the CDC recommendations regarding ways you can stay safe, 

you might just consider this year the year to grow your own. It’s not difficult. It requires time (which 

many of us have in spades right now), patience (well, this one’s a struggle but hang on because it’s 

essential) and a little bit of knowledge (easily attained online or by calling our CCE offices). Consider 

your shopping list from weeks past. Did you have broccoli on there?  How about lettuce?  Tomatoes? You 

guessed it.  All of these you can grow for yourself.  In fact, some of them you can start outside right now. 

Cold season crops can be started as soon as the soil can be worked. Cold season crops include lettuces, 

peas, spinach, arugula (that peppery tasting green in your salad mixes you bought at the store), kale, swiss 

chard and many others listed on our website http://madisoncountycce.org/gardening/first-planting-

dates where you will also find useful planting dates for our area and the USDA hardiness zone map.  Sow 

the seeds directly in the ground now and keep an eye out for slugs when the weather is more consistently 

warm.  Raised beds are highly recommended in our area due to our heavy rainfall.  Raised beds encourage 

soils to more quickly drain the excess water they get from our two and three-day long soakers and 

preserve the seeds you sow, which may rot if kept too wet. These cool loving veggies can tolerate our on 

again off again spring weather. In fact, if you try to plant leafy greens such as spinach when the weather is 

too warm, they will ‘bolt’ which means they go straight to seed without providing you with those 

succulent green leaves you’ve been waiting for.  If that happens, it’s not a complete loss.  Collect the 

seeds, dry them on a paper towel for a few weeks and package them up in a glass bottle, well labeled, for 

next year. 

Warm season crops such as zucchini and tomatoes take a bit more care.  The seeds won’t sprout in cold 

weather.  Tomatoes can easily be started on an east or south windowsill that receives plenty of sun to 

warm the soil you sow the seeds into. Don’t have any cell packs like at the nurseries? Don’t worry, 

tomatoes don’t really care what you start them in. Try a take-out container from one of those restaurants 

you’ve been frequenting to help keep their business afloat during this challenging time. Poke several 

small holes in the bottom of the take-out tray for drainage. Find a plate or tray that will hold the take-out 

tray. Put the plate on the windowsill, put the take-out container on the plate, fill the take-out container as 

full as you can with potting soil, sow your tomato seeds about ¼” to ½” deep (3x the width of the seed is 

the general rule), spritz with some water, then either cover the whole thing with a plastic bag (clear or 

black doesn’t matter) or close the lid of the container to preserve moisture. Tomatoes don’t need light to 

sprout.  Once they sprout, you can carefully move them to a larger container until the weather is warm 

enough to plant them outside.  Did they get very tall and stringy-looking while indoors? That’s just fine. 

When you plant them outside in your nice raised bed (at the end of May), you can remove the lower 

leaves from the stems and bury that leggy stem until the tomato plant looks about the height that it should 

be, above the soil. 
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One thing most every gardener learns is that it doesn’t take much space or many plants to produce more 

than enough for yourself, just ask anyone who has planted more than a couple zucchini plants in one 

season. Starting your own food garden at home is the perfect opportunity to feed yourself, give to others 

in your community and increase your resilience; all from 6 feet away. 

For  more information on raised beds and other growing techniques, visit our website: 

http://madisoncountycce.org/gardening/growing-techniques or call Patty Catalano at 315-684-3001 

ext. 123 or email her at patriciamae@cornell.edu. 
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