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The fire in my neighbor’s front yard is out:  the burning 

bushes have dropped their leaves.  An individual burning 

bush (Euonymus alatus) in its fiery red fall color is impres-

sive, and a long hedgerow is spectacular, which explains 

the popularity of  this species.  But Holy Moses, it’s a 

spreader!  Seedlings from my neighbor’s shrubs are now 

sprouting in my backyard, and soon they’ll appear in my 

woods.  At least twenty-one states have pronounced it an 

exotic invasive, and several have banned it from com-

merce.  In New York, it’s “regulated” status does nothing 

to stop its sale or spread.  So, let me be a “garden influ-

encer” and ask you to plant beautiful 

native shrubs instead, so we can extin-

guish the vagrant burning bush for 

good. 

A top alternative choice is a native 

called ninebark.  I grow the variety 

‘Diablo,’ with foliage of  deep purple in 

spring and summer, turning wine red in 

autumn.  Large clusters of  small white 

flowers appear in late spring, and the 

brown exfoliating bark is an added year-

round bonus.  Some seasons I give Dia-

blo just a little trim, other years a bit 

more, this being a shrub 

you can shape into a varie-

ty of  forms without a fuss.  

It likes full sun and  

Burning Bush, You’re Fired! 

Volume 16, Number 6 

Notes from the underground 

 

• Cornell Cooperative 

Extension provides 

equal program and 

employment opportu-

nities.  Please contact 

Cornell Cooperative 

Extension if you have 

special needs.  No 

endorsement of prod-

ucts is implied. 

Burning bush, a.k.a. Euonymus alatus, with red fall 

color and plenty of seeds.  From:  Pixabay.com 

Diablo ninebark.  From:  

https://plants.ces.ncsu.edu/plants 
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 adequate drainage but can adapt to what Mother Nature (and a 

casual gardener) throw at it.  The nursery industry has finally fig-

ured out ninebark is a good thing and now offers other red-leaved 

types, such as ‘Summer Wine,’ yellow foliage variants like ‘Amber 

Jubilee,’ and compact forms including ‘Little Joker.’  In comparing 

them to burning bush, these new ninebarks are just as easy to 

grow, provide showier foliage all season long and don’t invade the 

neighborhood with unwanted offspring. 

If  you can ac-

cept bright yel-

low fall color 

rather than 

red, summer-

sweet clethra 

(Clethra alnifo-

lia) may rock 

your gardening world.  Native from Maine to 

Florida, this mound-shaped shrub will very 

slowly spread, but not in an aggressive way.  

One of  mine grows under a sugar maple, a tes-

tament to its toughness, since little else wants to be there.  High summer is clethra’s season, when 

hundreds of  spikes of  tiny white flowers appear, producing a powerfully sweet fragrance.  A noted 

pollinator plant, honeybees and butterflies will thank you for planting a clethra.  If  you want 

something zippier than white flowers, ‘Pink Spires’ features pink flower buds, while ‘Ruby Spice’ 

has flowers which remain rose-colored.      

Fancy a Fothergilla?  Those who know them cer-

tainly do.  With white bottlebrush flowers in 

spring and fall color ranging from yellow to or-

ange to red all on one plant, it is a shrub without a 

bad season.  The flowers of  vernal witchhazel 

(Hamamelis vernalis) are admittedly small, but they 

bloom in February, the fall color is a good golden 

yellow, and the plant is bull terrier tough.  And a 

native who’s fall color rivals the burning bush is 

red chokeberry (Aronia arbutifolia).  Tough and 

adaptable, it may be a bit wild for a more refined 

Summersweet clethra.  From:  

https://piedmontmastergardeners.org 

Dwarf Fothergilla.  From:  https://hgic.clemson.edu/ 

Text by David Chinery 
Red chokeberry.  From:  http://www.pnwplants.wsu.edu/ 



The days are growing cooler and darker.  Hopefully you have put all 
your gardens to bed and now have some time to reflect.  When I was 
working, raising a family and growing a big vegetable garden along 
with flowers and herbs, I never found the time.  In the spring I did 
draw a basic map of  the vegetable garden, and kept track of  when 
and what was planted, but that was it. 

Years went by, I retired and moved to a new place, with very different 
conditions. There was a lot to learn and my memory wasn’t as good. 
When I came upon an old barely used black and white notebook, I 
turned to the next clean page, began by putting a date in the margin and recorded anything that 
came to mind that day: the weather, what got trimmed, how much was harvested, the successes, 
the failures, the pests, the number of  6-packs needed for the front bed, what was fertilized, etc.  
And if  there was anything really important, I’d put a star in the margin so I would be sure to pay 
attention to it next year.  Sometimes, I‘d draw a map of  where I had planted certain things, or 
thoughts for plants for next year. 

So if  you have an old notebook or pad hanging around, turn to the first clean page and write Fall 
2021 on the top and try and record what you remember about this year’s growing season.  This 
could be particularly helpful for vegetable gardeners who want to pay more attention to crop rota-
tion.  Not planting the same vegetable families in the same space year after year can help with the 

plants’ overall health and production.  The same can be 
true for flowering annuals.   

Next spring, before I turn to a clean page and write Spring 
2022 at the top, I will read through last year’s entries, pay-
ing close attention to those stars in the margin.  I’ll know 
what I did and hopefully won’t start as many eggplants as 
last year, or remember to stagger planting the spinach.  
Maybe I won’t be as overwhelmed when I see all those 
beautiful annuals at the garden center and can’t decide how 
many flats to buy- maybe.   

Of  course, those of  you who prefer using something more 
technological can easily do the same thing with a comput-
er, but I find looking out at my garden with paper and pen-
cil at hand much more relaxing. 
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Taking Note 

Text by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Nancy Scott 

Julie Weisenhorn, UMN Extension 

Nancy Scott, CCE Rensselaer County 
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Text and photos by Rensselaer County Master Gardener Richard Demick 

Dahlias represent none of  the 

political correctness found in 

current gardening circles – 

quite the opposite.  They take 

a lot of  time and care to grow, 

being nowhere near low-

maintenance.  Many types 

provide nothing useful to pol-

linators, and they aren’t native 

to North America.  They 

don’t thrive just anywhere, take a long time to start 

flowering, and look like a train wreck after the first 

hard frost.  But I still like them.  Here’s how I grow 

them, and why. 

After a few nights of  freezing temperatures, last Saturday represented one of  the big-

ger moments in the dahlia-growing year.  Blackened, drooping, and soggy, the shoots 

were chopped down to stubs and the debris hauled off  to the compost pile.  Then 

careful probing and coaxing with a digging fork re-

vealed the tubers, in all their lumpy, bumpy glory.  

Shaking off  the excess soil, I carefully moved them 

to the relative warmth of  the basement, let them rest 

for a day, then bagged them with handfuls of  cedar 

shavings for their winter rest, all the time taking care 

not to lose the 

labels.  When I 

start to reverse 

this process in May, I hope the tubers won’t be 

mushy, or shriveled, or chewed upon.  With any 

luck and some skill, dahlias can keep-on keeping-

on for years, perhaps decades, but time in stor-

age is the riskiest part of  their lifecycle.  

Demanding Dahlias, Garden Divas 

Zorro 



Spring finds me searching longingly for the eyes 

of  the dahlias.  The dormant tubers can be divid-

ed, but each must have an “eye” (or bud) to pro-

duce a shoot, and these can be elusive, as the 

dormant tubers look as likely to grow as an old 

shoe.  I tend to leave several tubers together in a 

clump, rather than separate them into singles, to 

increase the chances at least a couple of  buds will 

appear.  Planted a few inches deep, a few feet apart, I 

give each clump a stake, a tomato cage, a handful of  

fertilizer and a label.  The buds develop into green 

shoots nonchalantly at first, in no hurry, but magical 

nonetheless.  June and July come and go, and on into 

August, with just leaves and shoots, but finally, flower 

buds appear.  Late August, September and October are 

the dahlia paydays, with dazzling flowers produced in 

abundance, if  deer, hurricanes, or other inconvenient 

spoilers can be kept at bay.   

I meet old friends when my dahlias bloom.  Most of  my varieties produce the huge 

“dinner-plate” type of  blooms, 7 or more inches 

across, so they are big friends, too.  ‘Einstein’ is a 

smart dark purple, while ‘Zorro’ is a deep red with 

sharply pointed petals.  ‘Harvest Moonlight’ produc-

es pale yellow orbs, ‘El Sol” blends yellow and or-

ange into a range of  fiery shades and ‘Bodacious’ is a 

bawdy red with yellow on the edges and bottom of  

each petal, looking like tongues of  fire.  Dahlias are 

the sugary sweets of  the garden, intoxicating and ad-

dicting.  Eye candy indeed.  No other flower is quite 

as spectacular, so fulfilling their demands is worth the 

effort.  
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Text and photos by David Chinery 

Einstein 

El Sol 

Bodacious 



…or so says Inge Eley, my ‘plant biology coach’, here at S-P. She is a retired 
biology teacher who also has volunteered with Cornell Cooperative 
Extension of Rensselaer County for many years. 
 

We were talking about plants, gardening and the value of cover crop-
ping. And I had asked a question knowing I’d get a set- you-back-on-
your-heels kind of answer. 

Starting with such an intimidating title for this story, maybe some 
onion peeling would be helpful.  

My question to Inge was, “How do certain plant species set nitrogen in the soil?” I’ve heard about this for years of 
gardening, living in a farming community in Rensselaer County. 

She told me that the roots of plants of the Legume species, for example, develop nodules in which Rhizobium 
lives. This is the stuff that absorbs, from air’s most plentiful component, nitrogen - (78% N2, 21% O2). 

Then, she continued to explain that Rhizobium is a beneficial bacterium. And, when the roots of the plants are left 
in the ground, they will eventually decompose leaving nitrogen for the next crop to feast upon. She further ex-
plained, and here’s where the bacterium enters the stage, that nothing happens with the gaseous nitrogen collected 
by the plant’s roots until the bacteria chemically transforms the gas into useable nitrogen for the advantage of new 
plant growth. It’s like baseball: the center fielder scoops up the ball, but no points scored till the ball gets to the 
second baseman, who steams it over to the first baseman, each with their respective foot on the base. It’s nature’s 
high-caliber teamwork; like Tinker to Evers to Chance – Comprende? Verstehen? Get the picture? 
 

So, I wonder, again looking at Inge, if the roots attract nitrogen from the air, and the roots are underground, where 
does the air come from? The answer says a lot about the difference between good garden soil and just plain old 
dirt.  
 

First, let’s get past the basics of “N-P-K”. All fertilizer sold in stores is required to list these ingredients on the 
package so the consumer can see the proportions of NPK in the mix. Good old “5,10, 5”, again as an example, is a 
common mix saying that Nitrogen is 5%, Phosphorous is 10% and Potassium is 5%. But there’s more to the story 
about good productive soil. 
 

It’s called Diversity. Clay is hard and dense. Maybe good for roads and tennis courts, not for a garden. But add in-
gredients like peat moss, animal manure and composted vegetation, and clay becomes much more friendly to water 
and air, this time good for a garden, not for roads or tennis courts. 
 

But please, let’s not stretch the intent of diversity to “anything”. That could lead us to saying plastics and metals 
might be acceptable soil additives; horrors! Limit diversity to,” if it grew, toss it in.” And better yet, “if composted, 
all the better.” 
 

So, what is there about good garden soil that we “pop-in-the-car, toss-in-the-trash” beings need to know for our 
planetary survival? And how can Rhizobium be of any use to us in this epic struggle???  I have to restrain myself 
from shouting: EVERYTHING! Relax, it’s not that complicated. 
 

It’s Everything, because nothing happens without certain Bacteria which provides the chemical transformation 
nothing can live without. And it’s not complicated because centuries of gardener/farmers have successfully prac-
ticed replacing the soil nutrients that their crops have used up. 

And before I let that thought evaporate, let’s give a shout for our white coated scientists, who work to provide re-
search and documentation for better agriculture. 

“Rhizobium is a Bacterium…” 
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Text by J.R. Pattison 

Bradyrhizobium nodules on peanu.  From:  

https://agrilife.org/ 



We’re all aware that Albany politics can be salty, and recently the 

City’s mayor made headlines with brine.  According to Mayor 

Sheehan, using liquid brine, instead of  rock salt crystals to treat 

icy roads and sidewalks, can save money and is better for the en-

vironment.  Using brine might also be a smart political strategy, since leadership careers have been 

made or destroyed by government’s response to winter storms.  Plants, too, care about how streets 

are cleared, because ice melters splash on foliage and soak into soil.  I hear brine and think of  

pickles, so how can it be used to win the votes of  street trees, sidewalk shrubs and citizens alike? 

First, consider that salt harms plants in several ways.  When your salt shaker clogs up in the sum-

mertime, it is because the salt has absorbed atmospheric moisture.  Salt in the soil does the same 

thing, binding with clay and causing it to swell and become more compacted.  Compacted soils 

offer less air and water, poorer drainage, and reduced rooting space to plants.   As a result, plants 

can actually experience drought stress even when there appears to be moisture in the ground.  Sec-

ondly, salt is composed of  sodium ions and chloride ions.  Plants can absorb large quantities of  

chloride ions through their roots, faster than a dieter can inhale potato chips in a late-night binge.  

The chloride ions travel to the leaf  and shoot tips, causing “marginal scorch,” which is a fancy way 

to say the edges of  the leaves turn brown.  On deciduous trees, this may not show up until spring, 

but on a white pine, the needle tips turn brown by late winter.  The sodium ions are no kinder; 

they can block the plant’s uptake of  magnesium and potassium, causing a deficit of  these nutri-

ents.  Lastly, if  salt is splashed directly on foliage and twigs, it can enter the cells directly and make 

the plant less cold tolerant.  All this makes salt damaged plants less vigorous and more prone to 

insect or disease attack.  Often, the greatest injury is on the side of  the plant facing the road. 

While throwing down rock salt to melt ice is simple, using liquid brine is a bit brainer.  Applied to 

roads before a storm as a pre-treatment, brine doesn’t let snow 

stick, which makes snowplowing easier and faster, and reduces the 

total amount of  salt needed to make travel safe.  Brine is made by 

creating a solution of  23% rock salt and 77% water.  So while salt is 

still used, the amount needed is decreased.  And interestingly, pickle 

brine, beet and grape juices, beer waste and cheese water are all ad-

ditives that may work to make the rock salt more effective and the 

solution a bit friendlier.   

Better than brine is calcium magnesium acetate, which contains no 

chlorine and completely biodegrades.  Unfortunately, it normally 

carries a high price tag, so calcium chloride might be more afforda-

ble.  While it does contain chloride, it is more effective than rock 

salt, so less is needed.  Good news for trees. 
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Making Salt Sweeter 

Text and Photos by David Chinery 

Salt damage on scaly and 

broadleaf  evergreens 

Salt damage on  

eastern white pine 



Green Shots:  The Gardening World in Pictures 

 

2021 was a great year for fruit 
producing trees and shrubs. The 
branches of this crabapple were 
drooping with excessive fruit. 

Winterberry was overloaded 
but Cedar Waxwings ate it 
all in one morning. 

Black-eyed Susan seed heads 
are popular with Chickadees. 

Red Chokeberry so prolific had to 
add support to protect from heavy 
snow. 

Gray Dogwood always prolific and looking good at the Master Gar-
dener’s Demonstration Garden at the Robert C. Parker School. 

Many thanks to 

Master Gardener 

Richard Demick 

for these “berry 

good” fall fruit 

photos! 
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Like discovering the cookie has choco-

late chips instead of raisins, two small 

adventures this summer proved to be 

better than expected, and they both 

involved labyrinths.  In August, Master 

Gardener connections brought me to Elise’s Massachusetts 

backyard, where the large seven circuit labyrinth she created 

with found stones and a charming wooden summerhouse in 

the center made my day.  September’s labyrinth, open to all 

passersby, I found by chance in a field in Wanakena, a tiny Adi-

rondack Community on the northern edge of the Five Ponds 

Wilderness.  Both seemed appropriate metaphors for current times, when the twists and turns of our collec-

tive public health seem to led us closer to, then farther away from, some resolution of Pandemic situation. 

Labyrinths are ancient, mysterious, often found outdoors, and not in the least electronic or digital, all reasons 

for my enthusiasm.  No one is certain when people drew the first one.  A rock carving of a labyrinth at Luz-

zanas, on the island of Sardinia, is thought to date from about 2,500 BC.  Others in southern India, northern 

Italy, and Egypt are all over 2,000 years old.  Cretan coins embossed with a labyrinth design might have car-

ried the symbol around the world.  The Pima tribes in Arizona have woven baskets depicting a labyrinth pat-

tern for centuries.  That so many diverse cultures created labyrinths over thousands of years only adds to the 

mystery.     

If you’re having trouble distinguishing a labyrinth from a maze, let me try to explain.  Picture a spiral, but in-

stead of the path circling inward toward the center, a labyrinth’s one path loops back and forth, yet still ends 

near the middle of what is overall a circular creation.  While any size is possible, many of the ancient laby-

rinths had seven rings or circuits and are said to be “classical.”  A later design, from Medieval times, has the 

single path traveling around four quadrants arranged in a cruciform pattern, and is sometimes called a 

“Christian” labyrinth.  The oldest one of these is in the floor of Chartes Cathedral in France. 

So what do labyrinths mean?  Some believe they symbolize the process of being born – literally snaking along 

the birth canal at the start - and life’s subsequent journey.  In Sweden, young people once performed virgin 

dances in labyrinths, where a boy had to run in, pick up a girl, and run out flawlessly in order to claim her.  

Christians have walked labyrinths on their knees as penance, used them to symbolize a journey to the Holy 

land, or seen them as a metaphor for getting to know God – sometimes one might feel close, other times far 

away.  Others find that walking slowly through the encircling rings 

quiets the mind and leads to new perspectives.   

Many of the most beautiful labyrinths are made by cutting paths in a 
lawn, or arranging rocks in a patch of gravel, making a garden of sim-
ple, yet deep, spirituality.  There might even be one in your neighbor-
hood:  check out the comprehensive on-line list created by The Laby-
rinth Society, which lists 224 in New York alone.  

The Riddle of the Labyrinth 
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Text and photos by David Chinery Wanakena, New York 

Elise’s Labyrinth 
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Gardening Questions?   

Call The Master Gardeners! 

During the COVID 19 Pandem-

ic, our offices are closed to the 

public, but you are welcome to 

contact 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. 

 

“A gardener must not feel sorry for 

himself, even in winter, and no 

matter how great the cause.”     
Henry Mitchell (author and gardening columnist, 1924-1993) 


