
Root Concerns 

An E-mail Gardening Newsletter from Cornell Cooperative Extension  
of Rensselaer, Albany and Schenectady Counties  

April 2021  

It is not too early to think about this summer’s vegetable 
garden.  But even before you go through your leftover 
seeds, take a few moments to think about where those 
plants will go. Planting the same vegetables in the same 
place year after year can adversely affect your crops. 

For example, placing your tomatoes in the same spot 
every year, depletes the soil of  micronutrients that might 
not be found in the fertilizers you use. Diseases such as 
Early Blight and Anthracnose over-winter in the soil and 
with the right conditions can infect your new plants.  
And pests, such as tomato hornworm larvae, also over-
winter in the soil and will happily feast on the foliage 
and fruits when weather warms.  All of  which can affect 
your yield as much as 40%. 

The ancient practice of  crop rotation can help with all 
of  that.  By moving the plants around in a sequence to 

different sections of  the garden each year, you allow the roots to find and 
utilize important nutrients, and make it harder for those pests and diseases 
to damage your plants.  Some methods can even improve the soil, like 
planting nitrogen-fixing legumes before or after planting more nitrogen-
hungry vegetables.  

There are different methods of  rotating vegetable crops.  Some are more 
confusing and complicated than others, as a quick look on the Internet will 
show. One easy sounding way is to divide the vegetables four ways by type, 
such as legumes (beans), roots, leafy greens or fruit-bearing plants. Unfor-
tunately, this method leaves out some important considerations.  Tomatoes, 

which are fruit bearing, and potatoes which one might con-
sider roots, are susceptible to many of  the same diseases and 
pests, and have similar nutritional requirements.  
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Tomatoes and potatoes, as well as peppers and eggplants, belong to the same plant group, the Sol-
anaceae or Nightshade Family. So, although it is a bit more complicated, dividing the crops into 
plant families makes more sense. You can find an easy to read table of  plant families by going to 
https://hort.extension.wisc.edu/articles/using-crop-rotation-home-vegetable-garden-0/ . The last 
digit is a zero.  

You can start this year by drawing a quick sketch of  last year’s vegetable garden showing where 
you placed your plants.  For the home gardener, the most popular vegetables are tomatoes, cu-
cumbers, peppers, beans, and carrots. Because tomatoes and peppers are in the same family, we 
will group them together.  That gives us 4 families to work with. Draw another sketch for this 
year’s garden. Move the tomatoes and peppers around, so that they are not in the same place as 
last year.  Then place the other vegetables similarly.  Dividing the garden into 4 quadrants might 

help for some, but tomatoes and peppers usually take up 
more room than carrots.  Do the best you can.  

The following years, you will continue the rotation until 
year 4 when the tomatoes are again in the same spot.   

My own garden, pictured here, consists of  mostly large 
pots and planters.  Each year, the top 6 inches of  soil is 
moved around in the pots in addition to being amended.  
The tomatoes certainly like the big planter better, but pro-
duce well enough in the smaller containers. 

The most important thing to remember about crop rotation 
is to keep plants away from the same spot as long as possi-
ble.  For more information, try another good site 
www.almanac.com/four-bed-crop-rotation-chart-small-
gardens. And if  your prefer a video, try 
www.almanac.com/video/how-rotate-your-vegetable-
crops 

Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Nancy Scott 

Watch our vegetable gardening video on the Web at the Cornell 
Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County YouTube Channel 
at:  Cornell Cooperative Extension of  Rensselaer County - YouTube  
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They live life in the fast lane, yet many are delicate souls.  While spring 

is still springing, they start waning.  They are often overlooked, yet 

they are natives, sometimes growing right under our noses.  They are 

the spring ephemerals. 

In case the name has you baffled, I’m referring to wildflowers that 

complete their lifecycle quickly – in just a few weeks early in the grow-

ing season - then fade into obscurity until the next year.  Thus the 

“ephemeral” part of their moniker.  If you’ll allow me to go anthropo-

morphic for a moment, these plants have figured out they can make a 

living in a deciduous forest, but must do so quickly, before the trees 

expand their leaves and cut off the light hitting the forest floor.      

The woods behind our house, on a steep slope down to the Moordenerkill, aren’t rich in spring ephemerals.  Many 

years ago the trees were cut down, then former owners threw years of household garbage down the hill.  I’ve 

picked up what I can, and it seems that the few wildflower species we have are increasing.  Especially notable is a 

colony of trout lilies (Erythronium americanum), whose distinctive mottled foliage makes them easily recognizable, 

but their nodding yellow lily-shaped blossoms, on ten inch stems, give them charm.  Nearby, purple trillium 

(Trillium erectum) has appeared.  Trilliums are all about 3’s, and this one has three purple-red petals paired with three 

sepals, and leaves with three distinct lobes.  Although it is one of the most common trilliums, I am thrilled to have 

it. 

Also on the rise is a large carpet of mayapple (Podophyllum peltatum), a curious plant with bright green, umbrella-like 

leaves up to 18 inches high.  A solitary, waxy white flower hides beneath the foliage and remains unseen unless you 

go looking for it.  These flowers need to be cross-pollinated to create viable fruit, but since a patch of mayapple is 

often just one single plant, this doesn’t always happen.  Box turtles are not amused by this, since mayapple fruit, 

usually poisonous to us, is considered a great delicacy among 

them. 

My introduction to the beauty of spring ephemerals came during 

an outing sponsored by my mother.  She took my sister and me, 

as well as some neighborhood kids, to Duke Island Park, on the 

banks of the Raritan River, to see the Virginia bluebells (Mertensia 

virginiana) one spring.  Their cheerful flowers, varying in shades 

from sky blue to French blue on to pinkish and purple, carpeted 

the ground in all directions.  We ooh-ed and ahh-ed as she drove 

the two mile dirt road loop.  An hour after arriving home, our 

Ford had four flat tires, a high price to pay for a botanical road 

trip.  Now when my garden’s single bluebell plant bursts forth, I 

recall with amusement our amazement over what happened to 

our car.  On a happier note, an Easter visit to the park these 

many years later revealed that the bluebells were still there, her-

alding a new spring. 
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Life In The Botanical Fast Lane 

Text and photos by David Chinery 

Purple trillium, a.k.a. Trillim erectum 

Virginia bluebells, Mertensia virginica 



Getting Schooled On Soil 

We’re a society that believes in testing.  We test our cars for emis-

sions, our food for safety, and goodness knows many of  us have ex-

perienced the COVID-19 test.  So it may seem natural to test our 

garden soil, but before we put spade to earth, perhaps we should 

start with the why and how.   

Why should we care?  The most common type of  soil testing horti-

culturists speak of, nutrient analysis, tells us the elements available to 

the plant, the pH of  the soil (relative acidity or alkalinity) and the or-

ganic matter content.  These measurements provide one part of  the 

picture of  soil health (we’re ignoring important factors such as soil 

structure, texture and biology here) and we can then estimate which 

nutrients are lacking or even in excess for optimal plant growth.  

That last bit really gets to the point – we want to know about our soil so that we can help plants 

grow to their full potential.  In this way, gardening is like parenting a child or raising a puppy. 

There are several occasions when I suddenly say, “sounds like a good time for a soil test!”  The 

first would be when you start a lawn or garden at a new house (or a house new to you).  While 

looking at and touching the soil will give you clues to its potential, there is no way to know the fer-

tility without a nutrient analysis.  Sure, you can follow a general sort of  recommendation and apply 

fertilizer, but that is like walking down a dark alley - you’ll probably live to tell about it, but would-

n’t some enlightenment just make sense?  Once you test, you won’t have to do it again for several 

years.  And if  you are growing a crop that demands certain soil characteristics – blueberries and 

their need for an acidic soil are the best example – soil testing can avert plant failure, wasted time, 

and a harvest of  disappointment.  Simply said, test before you plant.  And if  yields are low and 

plants lackluster, test.  Analyzing a plot that used to produce better but which now shows dimin-

ishing returns might pinpoint a problem – just like an MD, testing can aid the plant doctor in diag-

nosis and prescription.  Lastly, testing can save you money, too, since you’ll only buy fertilizer you 

need. 

Most county-based offices of  Cornell Cooperative Extension can help you with a simple pH test 

or a more complex nutrient analysis.  Take several small samples at a depth of  one to four inches 

from the area in question, mix them together, and drop this composite sample off  or mail it to 

your favorite office (check websites or call for details).  In Rensselaer County, we do pH tests in-

house and send those for nutrient analysis to our partners at the UMass soil lab.  They return a 

very readable report for up to three crops or garden areas, provide fertilizer suggestions, and give 

a soil lead level, all for a fair price.  Your garden will 

thank you.       
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By David Chinery 
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Text by Master Gardeners Chris Roblin and Connie Gatt and photos by David Chinery 

* Clear dead leaves, plants and other debris out of  your flower or vegeta-

ble beds.  Dig well-rotted manure or garden compost into your beds to 

prepare them for the growing season. 
 

* Feed trees, shrubs, hedges, raspberry canes and fruit bushes with an 

application of  slow-release fertilizer “scratched in” around the base of  

the plants.  After fertilizing, mulch with well-rotted manure or compost. 
 

* Start tomato seeds indoors if  you haven’t already.    
 

* Sow cool-weather vegetables such as spinach and lettuce in the garden.  
 

* Lift and divide such perennials as hosta, beebalm and as-

ters as soon as the soil can be worked.  This will improve 

their vigor and provide new plants for the garden.  
 

* Apply crabgrass preventers about the time the forsythia is 

blooming.  Overseed your lawn in September with perennial 

ryegrass so you won’t need lawn weed preventer in the fu-

ture. 
 

* Plants new strawberry beds after enriching the soil with plenty of  manure.  Fertilize rhubarb and 

asparagus. 
 

*Plant potato sets around the end of  the month. 
 

* Cut ornamental grasses to the ground. 
 

* Turn your compost pile and sharpen your tools. 
 

* Prune clematis vines that bloom on new growth. 
 

* Celebrate Arbor Day on April 30th.  Plant a tree if  the spirit 

moves you! 

What to do in April 



In general, azaleas and rhododendron rarely need pruning and perhaps that is why so many 

people question whether or not they can be pruned.  A common question to the Horticulture 

Hotline here at Extension, pruning is a mystery to most homeowners. 

 

Basically, pruning falls into two categories: maintenance and rejuvenation and there are sever-

al types of maintenance pruning.  For rhodies, the best time to prune is early in the season, immediately after flow-

ering, as buds for the next year’s bloom will be set during the summer or early fall.  Deadheading (removing dead 

flower heads) is an important part of maintenance and should be done when the petals fade by grasping the spent 

flower head and wiggling gently until it snaps off (Figure 1).  This process ensures that the 

plant will not spend energy making seeds but rather on setting new buds (Figure 2). Dead-

heading a large-leaved rhododendron is an easy task but azaleas require more care as the 

forming buds can be damaged. Dead branches are always removed first and then the shape 

of the plant can best be considered.  For the broad-leaved types prune for shape above 

growth joints, the visible joint where the plant started to grow.  This is where the dormant 

growth buds are located.  Azaleas and small leaves rhododendrons can be pruned anywhere 

along the stem as dormant buds are everywhere. Pruning for shape is a consideration for 

new plantings, especially since an early start on the right path may make less pruning chores 

in future years.  

 

Pruning for rejuvenation is done when a shrub is very large, ungainly and unproductive. Often, a new homeowner 

will “inherit” an overgrown landscape and then proper pruning is the first order.  There are two choices here.  In 

the first scenario, the very large rhododendron can be severely cut back in late winter or early spring.  It can be cut 

back to stumps with no leaves and may take a year to re-grow some foliage and two to three years to produce any 

flowers (Figure 3).  However, the second and probably safest way for homeowners in the Capital District (USDA 

Hardiness Zones 4 and 5) to approach rejuvenation pruning would be to do it incrementally over two to three 

years, one third of the shrub per year.  Take the branches back to a whorl of leaves and supplement the soil with a 

slow-release fertilizer such as cottonseed meal or composted manure. A word of caution:   it’s good to know the 

identify the species of rhododendron in question.  The rosebay (Rhododendron maximum) is a native under-story 

rhododendron and its habit is to be loose and open, so before pruning 

be sure that the plant is truly overgrown. One identifying clue would be 

use, since the Rosebay is not often used as a foundation plant but ra-

ther at the perimeter of a landscape, especially in a wooded setting un-

der trees since it grows naturally in the woods.  Given the drastic re-

sults of many a rejuvenation job, patience is required as the ugly duck-

ling once again becomes a swan! 
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Giving Rhododendrons 

Some Guidance 

Text by former Extension Educator Sue Pezzolla.  Line drawings from “Pruning:  An Illustrated 
Guide to Pruning Ornamental Trees and Shrubs” by D.A. Rakow and R. Weir III, Cornell Coop-
erative Extension Information Bulletin 23, found at http://www.gardening.cornell.edu/woodies/ 

1. 

2. 

3. 
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A “Plastic” Plant With Real History 

Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

Although we love forsythia, the 
shrub with the colorful yellow flow-
ers which fade into seasonal green 
leaves, many gardeners don’t con-
sider it a very interesting plant.  
However, even forsythia’s history 
contains many interesting quirks and 
curiosities.   
 

First, there are actually several spe-
cies of forsythia.  Many plants are 
hybrids, technically called Forsythia x 
intermedia, but there is also weeping 
forsythia (Forsythia suspensa) and 
greenstem forsythia (Forsythia viridis-
sima), to name just two.  With hun-
dreds of named varieties that look 
similar, and with much confusion as 
to what is what in the nursery trade, many folks just give up and call it all forsythia.  That’s ok, except when it 
comes to hardiness.  Some gardeners lament that cold winter temperatures often kill the flower buds of forsythia, 
leaving only a few straggling blooms below the former snowline, and they therefore give up on the plant.  Not so 
fast!  There are many new types with better cold hardiness, including ‘Happy Centennial,’ ‘Meadowlark’ and 
‘Northern Gold.’  A particularly hardy type is ‘New Hampshire Gold,’ which plantsman Michael Dirr claims 
“flowered to the tops of the stems” after a winter with -33F temperatures.  So don’t just buy any old forsythia; 
from your nursery request a named, flower bud hardy type. 
 

Although not glamorous after flowering, forsythia has several good characteristics:  it is drought tolerant, pest 
free, and grows in many soil types.  And grow it does, with most types forming large mounds.  It will spread and 
also root where the branches touch the ground, making it useful for banks, windbreaks and privacy fences.  Prun-
ing must be done annually if it is to be kept in check, but hacking in late summer will remove the wood which 
produces the flowers.  Hence, prune just after blooming or early enough so that some new shoots will appear be-
fore season’s end.  Many folks shape it into green hockey pucks (disk-shaped), nosecones (pyramids), or meatballs 
(globes), but I prefer a more natural look.  I’ve even seen topiary, or miniature tree-shaped forsythias, which are 
quite unique.  When a plant is this adaptable to pruning, we call it “plastic” – able to be shaped into any form, and 
live to tell about it. 
 

Why do we call this plant forsythia?  It is named for an eighteenth-century British horticulturist, William Forsyth.  
He specialized in growing forest and fruit trees, and was interested in studying their diseases.  William is famous 
for creating a “plaster” to apply to tree trunks as a curative, the formula of which he initially guarded until he re-
ceived a government grant.  When divulged, the secret ingredients included cow dung, urine, wood ash, sand and 
powdered lime.  One wonders as to the effectiveness of this home remedy, but perhaps he was onto something.  
In William’s honor, a horticulturist-friend of mine argues that we should not cry out “For-SITH-ee-ah” when we 
spot the shrub, but “For-SYTHE-ee-ah.”  The biggest tragedy is that William never saw his namesake:  he died in 
1804, and the plant didn’t reach England until the 1840’s. 

Text and photo by David Chinery  



The world of gardening spawns ideas aplenty, some great, some not so hot.  So when a woman named Jane called 

seeking counsel about straw bale gardening several years ago, I’m sure I sounded a little skeptical.  Another Coop-

erative Extension office previously advised “don’t do it,” but I told her to give it a try and to let me know the re-

sults.  True to her word, a few months later Jane sent me photos of a vegetable garden thriving in straw bales.  

And that’s when I started to become a believer, too.       

 

The journey started when a friend told Jane about Joel Karsten’s book, “Straw Bale Gardens,” and it seemed too 

pie-in-the-sky, perhaps a waste of money.  But with a vegetable garden being swallowed by shade, she needed a 

new plan, and space beckoned on the sunny side of her house.  Some of bale gardening’s advantages surfaced im-

mediately.  There is no need to amend the existing soil, and it doesn’t matter if there’s sand, rocks or clay.  The 

bales provide raised beds, helpful to those with mobility issues.  A bale garden can be positioned anywhere, even 

on an asphalt driveway.  At season’s end, used bales can be broken up for mulch or added to a compost pile.  

Weeding chores decrease, and soil borne insects and diseases are just a bad memory.  Soon it all started to make 

sense.  Most importantly, Jane’s array of tomatoes, lettuce, beans and other veggies thrived, and no one can argue 

with that.    

 

As with other types of gardening, there are many ways to skin a cantaloupe, but adhering to some general princi-

ples helps.  Straw bales are preferred to hay, which likely contains a plethora of weed seeds.  A tight bale is re-

quired and should be placed with the twine parallel to the ground.  Consider maintenance while setting up a straw 

bale garden – will you be mowing around it, what aesthetics are involved, and is a water source nearby?  Next 

comes the most mysterious part, called “conditioning,” which varies somewhat according to practitioner.  Basical-

ly, for each of twelve consecutive days the bale is either watered, anointed with fertilizer (traditional or organic) or 

allowed to rest according to a prescribed schedule.  This ritual initiates internal decomposition, which generates 

heat.  After the heat subsides, planting can begin. 

 

Next, the gardener must choose flat or pocket planting.  Flat involves spreading four inches of growing medium 

on top of the bale as a starting site and planting into that.  Pocket entails removing small amounts of straw, adding 

medium and planting there.  Both seeds and transplants can work, but consider the space required by each crop.  

Perhaps five pepper plants, three cucumbers or two tomatoes can co-habitat happily in one bale.  Plants can live in 

pockets on the sides, too.  Water is the most crucial factor:  during hot or dry weather, it is easy for a bale to dry 

out.  

 

A few years later, Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County was fortunate to have Becky Raymond join 

up as a Master Gardener volunteer.  Becky is a seasoned straw-bale gardener, and she’s given Powerpoint presenta-

tions, live demonstrations, and recently, a video presentation which you can view on our YouTube Channel.  Her 

enthusiasm and success have inspired many folks to try this unique form of container gardening.  To learn from 

Becky’s straw bale experiences, travel to the YouTube website, enter “Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensse-

laer County” in the search box, and scroll to the video, or try this link:  https://www.youtube.com/user/

ccerensselaer 

All Hail The Straw Bale! 

Text by David Chinery and photos by Becky Raymond 

https://www.youtube.com/user/ccerensselaer
https://www.youtube.com/user/ccerensselaer


Preparation 

Early June 

Early July 

Late July 

Healthy Roots 

Compost Next Year 



Fresh, chocolate-covered, or upside down, pineapple in any of its forms makes me happy.  Today this delicious 

treat is only a supermarket trip away, but of course it wasn’t always that easy.  Introduced from South American to 

Europe by the Spaniards in 1513, pineapple was a true rarity since sailing ships had to carry them north from tropi-

cal locales several months away.  But desire breeds invention, and English estate gardeners gradually figured out 

how to grow pineapples in their rainy climate centuries before central heating.  How they did this makes for a im-

pressive example of horticultural technology. 

The details of this tale I’ve cribbed from a fascinating book entitled “The Lost Gardens of 

Heligan” by Tim Smit.  An extensive, self-sufficient estate in Cornwall, Heligan for centuries 

hummed with the activities of a team of highly skilled gardeners, then fell into ruin starting 

in the early twentieth century, only to be restored again in the 1980’s.  The Tremayne family, 

owners for succeeding generations, were enthusiastic plantspeople, so it is no surprise that 

they should have built a special “pineapple pit” and assembled a talented staff of growers.  

Having a home-grown pineapple on your table for Christmas was the ultimate status sym-

bol.  So important was this prestige that by 1730 most of the larger gardens in England were 

growing their own pineapples. 

The term “pit” doesn’t do justice to the engineering and thought that went into the structure 

that made a northern pineapple possible.  Facing the sun with a roof of glass sloping at a 

slight downward angle, the pit stood fifty feet long, six feet wide and about eight feet deep.  

It resembled what we today would call a cold frame, only constructed on a gigantic scale.  

Manure pits, four feet deep and wide, ran on both long sides of the pit and provided the es-

sential heating.  Each manure pit had a drainage system of terracotta pipes to collect excess 

water and “manure liquor.”  This pungent concoction ran into a “liquor pit” and was used as a fertilizer.  Heat 

from the two manure pits traveled through the hollow walls of the central pineapple pit and kept the plants inside 

nice and toasty.  The plants were kept in pots, which were plunged in a bed of tan bark, the oak bark material left-

over from leather tanning.  The glass windows could be partially shaded by roll-up “Hessian screening,” which was 

similar to our Venetian shades. The pit was divided into four chambers, so varying varieties of pineapples could be 

grown, or crops grown in stages. 

Growing pineapples wasn’t a “set-it-and-forget-it” 

proposition by any means.  Managing the tempera-

ture was tricky, since fermenting manure could reach 

over 120F, and some unfortunate gentry saw their 

pineapple pits burst into flames.  At Heligan a “squat 

bothy” (small bedroom) was built nearby so a junior 

gardener could keep watch 24-7.  Results could be 

impressive:  Thomas Knight, pineapple pit designer 

and President of the Royal Horticulture Society, 

could grow a pineapple in just ten months, a sweet 

success.       
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Sweetness From The Pits 

By David Chinery 
How gardeners managed to grow pineapples in 

England – Country Gardener  

https://www.countrygardener.co.uk/2020/01/08/how-gardeners-managed-to-grow-pineapples-in-england/
https://www.countrygardener.co.uk/2020/01/08/how-gardeners-managed-to-grow-pineapples-in-england/
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Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

During the COVID 19 Pandemic, 

our offices are closed to the pub-

lic, but you are welcome to con-

tact us as directed below. 

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

publication of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer, 

Albany and Schenectady Counties.  It is published by Cornell 

Cooperative Extension of Rensselaer County. 

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

Newsletter editor, designer and layout technician 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Albany County 
Carole Henry (ch878@cornell.edu and (518) 765-3516) 

 

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

 

“Cornell Cooperative Extension is an em-

ployer and educator recognized for valuing 

AA/EEO, Protected Veterans, and Individu-

als with Disabilities and provides equal pro-

gram and employment opportunities.” No 

endorsement of products is implied. 

 

“It used to be thought that our love of plants 

was an impractical but pure passion.  But now, 

in the age of environmental crisis, we’re discov-

ering that gardening is essential to human 

life.”     

Jacqueline Heriteau  (American gardening and cooking writer) 


