
By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener Volunteer

As gardening catalogs regularly arrive in my mailbox, it is an 
appropriate time to start making decisions about what to plant in 
my garden this year.  Whether a 
particular fruit, vegetable or flower is 
an heirloom, or a hybrid certainly 
bears on this decision-making 
process.  Knowing what these terms 
mean will help you know more about 
the plant and what to expect.  Here 
is what you need to know.

Heirloom, also referred to as 
heritage or standard, is a term that 
denotes plants that have stable traits 
from one generation to the next.  
The seeds are saved and handed 
down from one generation to 
another.  To be considered heirloom 
some say they must be at least 50 
years old, others say 100 years.  
Heirlooms are open pollinated plants, usually grown in fields 
where they self and cross pollinate as a result of wind, bird and 
insect activity.  They are like each other but not necessarily 
identical.  They may vary greatly in size, shape, or other traits.  
Heirlooms are generally accepted as being more nutritious and 
of exceptional flavor.  Many gardeners prefer heirloom vegetables 
because you can save your own seed to replant from year to year.  
Seeds saved from heirloom vegetables will produce plants that 
are true to type, meaning a reliable replication of the original 
plant.  Heirloom vegetables are “less uniform” than hybrids, 
meaning they don’t ripen all at once.  In catalogs and on seed 
racks, heirloom open-pollinated vegetables are usually less 
expensive than hybrids.

Hybrid plants have been bred from two different types of 
parent plants of the same genus, species or variety to create a 
new plant that exhibits favorable traits that come from each 
parent.  These hybrid seeds are often called “F1” or “F1 hybrids.”  
The terms “hybrid” and “F1” are strictly defined in the seed 
industry and, when used in seed catalogs, do not apply to plants 
crossed in the wild.

Hybrid plants often grow more vigorously than either parent.  
They also have other valuable features that distinguish them 
from the non-hybrid varieties, such as disease or pest resistance, 
larger yields, tolerance of high humidity, or novel colors or flower 
forms.  Disease resistance is a trait that is important to many 
home vegetable growers who face powdery mildew or other 

diseases in their garden.  Producing hybrid seed is more time 
consuming and expensive because the plants must be hand 
pollinated.  Plant breeders may work for years to find the right 
combination of desirable traits they are looking for in a plant.  

Many hybrids are better, more 
consistent garden performers.

The extra vitality in hybrid plants 
is called “hybrid vigor.”  More plants 
survive the seedling stage, grow 
larger and stronger than non-
hybrids, and have higher yields.  
Improved disease and insect 
resistance means fewer pesticides 
must be used in the garden.  The 
primary disadvantage of hybrids is 
the seeds cannot be saved from year 
to year.  Seeds saved from hybrid 
plants usually will not produce the 
same plant the following year 
because most varieties are not self-
sustaining.  Offspring of hybrids 

usually show an unpredictable mixture of characteristics from the 
grandparent plants instead of being like the parent.  Commercial 
growers love the uniformity of hybrids because they can pick the 
crop all at one time.  But for home gardeners, a gradual supply of 
fresh produce is usually preferable to the glut of the all-at-once 
harvest that many hybrids provide.  The fruits and vegetables you 
typically find at the grocery 
store are more likely to come 
from hybridized seeds than 
heirloom seeds.  Supermarket 
produce needs to be high 
yield, durable to withstand 
travelling long distances, 
uniform in size and 
aesthetically pleasing.

Most seed catalogs and 
seed packs will either state 
whether heirloom or hybrid 
or have a key to distinguish 
the type to assist in your 
selection.

So have fun pouring 
through the catologues and 
decided which seeds are right 
for your garden this year!
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The editors for this issue of Gardening in Orange County are Master Gardener Volunteers Joan Kean of Pine Bush and 
Gerda Krogslund of Middletown.
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How Sustainable is Peat Moss?
By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener Volunteer

Peat moss is formed when vegetation in wetlands is 
submerged underwater and begins to breakdown.  It forms at a 
rate of one inch every 15 to 25 years.  It is the most efficient 
carbon sink on the planet and stores a third of the world’s soil 
carbon in approximately 3% of the earth’s landmass.  

Peat moss is widely used by gardeners as a soil amendment.  
It helps loosen heavy clay soils, improves water holding capacity 
of sandy soils, and provides organic matter.  It has a low pH, and 
is free of weed seeds, pests and pathogens, and is a great 
medium for seed starting. 

Besides its use in agriculture, peat has and continues to be 
burned as a source of energy.  To supply people with peat moss, 
it must be harvested from bogs or peat lands.  Harvesting 
methods and the use of peat moss release carbon dioxide, one 
of the major greenhouse gases driving climate change.  In recent 
years, the environmental impacts and the sustainabilty of using 
peat moss have come under considerable criticism.

Although currently peat harvesting is strictly controlled and 
its use has decreased significantly, the majority of the peat bogs 

have already disappeared or been extensively damaged through 
overharvesting and/or drainage to allow for land development.

Efforts are being made to both restore peat bogs after peat 
mining and to harvest in a more ecologically responsible way.  
Some debate exists as to whether peat bogs can ever be restored 
to their pre-mined condition and how long the process takes.  
The North American Wetlands Conservation Council estimates 
that harvested peat lands can be restored to ecologically 
balanced systems within five to twenty years after peat 
harvesting, although some wetlands scientists assert that a 
managed bog lacks the biodiversity of natural wetlands.

Wetlands provide valuable ecosystem services and are the 
most highly threatened ecosystems on earth.  Peat bogs are the 
home to a vast diversity of flora and fauna.  They provide nesting 
and migratory flyways for many kinds of birds, spawning grounds 
for certain fish species, ideal habitat conditions for many 
amphibians and insects, and unique plants.

With sustainable alternatives to peat moss such as coconut 
coir, leaf mold, pine needles, bark sawdust, and compost, do you 
really need to use peat moss?

By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener Volunteer

Carbon sequestration is the process of capturing and storing 
carbon in oceans, soils, vegetation (especially forests), and 
geologic formations.  Although oceans store most of the Earth’s 
carbon, soils contain approximately 75% of the carbon pool on 
land.  Healthy soils play a major role in maintaining a balanced 
global carbon cycle.  So far, technology-based carbon capture 
and sequestration is not viable.  As gardeners there is a lot we 
can do to both sequester carbon and 
reduce our carbon emissions.  

• Plant trees and shrubs. Woody 
plants absorb more carbon dioxide 
through photosynthesis than 
herbaceous plants.  Plant trees and 
shrubs where they will block winter 
winds and provide shade in summer.  
This will reduce the amount of 
energy required to heat and cool 
your home and thus reduce your 
carbon footprint even further.

• Use cover crops. Bare soil is vulnerable not only to 
erosion and weeds, but also carbon loss. Use cover crops 
to protect the soil when plants are not actively growing.  

• Plant native grasses.  They have deep root systems and 
are particularly effective at storing carbon.

• Compost. Composting reduces methane emissions from 
landfills but will also improve the garden’s soil and help 
it sequester carbon.

• Reconsider lawns.  While grasses do store carbon, plush 
green lawns often require a lot of inputs to look good.  
Minimize mowing, watering and use organic fertilizer.  
Leave grass clippings on the lawn to be re-absorbed.

• Implement no or low-till gardening 
practices. Plowing, tilling, or 
extensive digging slices up soil 
aggregates, breaks up the vast 
fungal networks, and exposes the 
soil to air, which releases carbon 
dioxide and nitrous oxide.  

• Reduce use of power tools. Weed, 
prune and rake by hand whenever 
possible.  Carbon dioxide is emitted 
during the use of power tools.

• Plant native plants.  Native plants have fewer pests.  
Pesticides are carbon-intensive to produce.

Widespread adoption of these practices can turn any property 
into an efficient carbon sink and make soil more nutrient-rich.  
Remember healthy soil is rich in carbon and sequestration is 
something all gardeners can do.

How to Sequester Carbon in Your Backyard



By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener Vounteer

Crop rotation is the planned, successive cultivation of different crops in a specified order on the same land over time.   Regardless 
of whether you have acres of farmland, grow vegetables in containers, or anything in between, crop rotation is an important concept 
to integrate into your growing strategies.  It is a system of cycling a parcel of land through various crops in order to reduce the 
reliance on chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides.  It is vitally important to optimal soil health and can increase yields.

The history of crop rotation dates back thousands of years.  The ancient Romans spread their farming practices throughout the 
Roman Empire.  European farmers followed a Roman cropping system called “food, feed, and fallow.”  Farmers divided their land into 
three sections.  Each year they planted a food grain such as wheat on one section, feed for livestock such as barley or oats on second 
section and let the third section lie fallow.  By following this schedule on a rotating basis, when each section lay fallow it recovered 
some of its nutrients and organic matter.  

Today’s crop rotation systems are science based and range from simple to complex.  The succession of crops to be grown is 
carefully designed to ensure soil nutrients are sustained, pest populations are controlled, weeds are suppressed, and soil health is 
built.  Each crop uses different types and amounts of minerals from the soil.  If the same crop is planted each year, over time the soil 
is depleted of the minerals essential for plant growth and health.  In reverse, a different crop will sometimes return missing minerals 
to the soil as the plant dies and composts or is turned into the soil.

Benefits of Crop Rotation

• Enhanced soil structure: Rotation preserves and improves 
soil structure.  Grow crops with different root structures that 
grow to various depths.  By rotating, the soil is not submitted 
to just shallow depth crops, but deep-rooted plants that will 
slowly deepen the topsoil, enhance water absorption and 
minimize runoff.

• Reduced fertilizer needs: Nitrogen-fixing legumes in crop 
rotations or used as cover crops fix atmospheric nitrogen into 
the soil through root nodules.  This nitrogen is then available 
for subsequent crops.  Deep-rooted cover crops can draw up 
nutrients such as potassium and phosphorus from deep in the 
soil profile, making these nutrients available for subsequent 
shallow rooted crops.  These and other strategies reduce the 
need for fertilizer and can reduce the production of 
greenhouse gases.

• Reduced pesticide needs:  Insects can over winter in your 
soil.  They enter the leaves and vines of your plants ready to reawaken in the spring to find their favorite meal.  When you 
utilize crop rotation, these insects are faced with a plant they don’t feed on.

• Disease prevention:  Crops that are from the same family tend to have similar disease and insect problems.  Just like insects, 
plant diseases can over winter in plant leaves, roots and vines under your soil.  Rotating crops helps to guard against these 
diseases returning the following year.

• Weed control: Including cover crops into crop rotation systems provides greater competitions to the weeds for their basic 
needs such as nutrients, space and light.  Cover crops ultimately crowd out the weeds, slowing down weed growth and 
proliferation for a reduced weed population in subsequent crops.

• Erosion control: Improved soil structure and reduced exposure to water and wind.  Cover crops are effective in reducing 
raindrop impact, reducing sediment detachment and transport, slowing surface runoff, and so reducing soil loss. 

• Improved soil biodiversity: Crop rotation changes crop residues and rooting patterns.  Different crops benefit different 
species, and so a range of crops will lead to a more diverse and healthy soil microbial community.

How to Rotate Crops:

Crop rotation plans range from simple to complex.  Ideally crops should be rotated on a three or four year cycle in a planned 
sequence.  Many rotation schemes involve keeping plants of the same family together throughout the rotation.  Plant your 
solanaceous crops (i.e. tomatoes, peppers, potatoes, eggplant) in one area, cucurbits (i.e. cucumbers, melon, squash) in another, and 
brassicas (i.e. cabbage, broccoli, etc.) in another.  The following year you keep the groups the same, but move their location in the 
garden. 

As you explore crop rotation there are lots of tricks to learn.  You can add cover crops to your rotation, which are grown between 
crops and can be used to protect soil, break-up hard pan, increase organic matter, add nitrogen and/or improve soil aggregation.  
Consider planting nitrogen-fixing legumes (i.e. peas, beans) before heavy feeding crops (i.e. corn).  Potatoes yield best after corn, 
brassicas do well following onions.  Some preceding crops (i.e. peas, oats, barley) increase the incidence of scab on potatoes.  Beans 
are not greatly influenced by the preceding crop.  Start by keeping a list or diagram of plant locations in this year’s garden and use it 
to help you plan how to incorporate crop rotation into your vegetable gardening strategy.
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Crop Rotation

Sten, CC BY-SA 3.0,via Wikimedia Commons
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Questions about Soil Amendments
By Gerda Krogslund, Middletown Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

It is spring and everyone wants to go outside and apply 
fertilizer to their plants, because that’s what you do in the spring.  
However, overfertilizering your plants is not only a waste of time 
and money, but it can also damage your plants and harm the 
environment.  If you already incorporated lots of compost and 
other organic material into your soil every year, your soil is 
probably doing well.  So before you add fertilizer or any other soil 
amendments to your garden, I encourage you to get a soil test.

Once you’ve gotten your soil tested, confirmed that you need 
fertilizer, and are ready to add some fertilizer, there are many 
things to consider, so lets take a look at a few of them.

What is a soil amendment?

Soil amendments are substances added to the soil to improve 
plant growth.  Fertilizers the most common type of soil 
amendment and their main purpose is to supply nutrients to 
plants.  Soil conditioners are soil amendments that are mixed 
into the topsoil to improve soil structure.  Improving the 
structure of your soil will allow water and air movement in the 
soil and help with plant root growth.  Compost is considered a 
soil conditioner as it improves the soil structure with the added 
benefits of slowly releasing nutrients to the plants and increasing 
bacterial and fungal activity.  Other soil amendments include 
growth stimulants and pH adjusters.

What do the numbers mean on a bag of fertilizer?

Fertilizers contain the primary macronutrients needed by 
plants:  (N), phosphorus (P), and potassium (K) .  The three 
numbers on a bag of fertilizer represent the percentage (by 
weight) of NPK found in that bag.  For example, the numbers on 
a 50-lb. bag of 10-6-4 fertilizer contains 10% N (5 lbs.), 6% P (3 
lbs.), and 4% K (2 lbs.) The remaining 80% (40 lbs.) of the mixture 
is made up of secondary nutrients like calcium, magnesium and 
sulfur, trace elements, and fillers that make it easier to spread.  

Each macronutrient is essential to healthy plant growth.  
Nitrogen (N) is used for to promote foliar growth.  Phosphorus 
(P) supports the plant’s roots and reproductive system including 
flower and fruit development.  Potassium (K) is important in root 
development and for overall plant health, including disease and 
stress resistance.  

Knowing what each number represents can help you decide 
which fertilizer is best for your specific situation.  If you are 
looking for a fertilizer to enhance flower production for your 
annual and perennial flowers, you would choose a fertilizer with 
more phosphorous like a 5-10-5.  If you are looking to encourage 
foliar growth for leafy green vegetables, evergreens, or shrubs, 

you would look for a fertilizer with more nitrogen or a higher first 
number such as 10-6-4.  Understanding the number will help you 
avoid applying the wrong kind of fertilizer. If you add too much 
nitrogen to a tomato plant, you might 
have a lush green leafy plant with very 
few flowers.  The same holds true for root 
crops such as carrots; too much nitrogen 
will produce beautiful leaves, but smaller 
roots.

Remember chemical fertilizers contain 
salts.  Apply too much, and the plant 
cells will begin to dehydrate and 
collapse.  Too much fertilizer will burn 
plant leaves and roots, and sometimes 
even kill the plant.  This is called 
fertilizer burn.  If you suspect fertilizer 
burn, use plenty of water to flush out 
excess fertilizer and prune out any burned 
leaves.  

Should I use solid or liquid fertilizer?

Whether you use solid or liquid fertilizer, you should always 
water your plants before application.  This will help the roots 
absorb nutrients better and mitigate the risk of root burn.  

A common type of solid fertilizer is granular fertilizer.  
Granular fertilizers can be broadcast by hand and then scratched 
into the top 4-6 inches of soil.  For large areas like lawns, a 
mechanical spreader can be used.  Moisture is needed to break 
down solid fertilizers and make nutrients available to plants.  
After application, carefully wash any fertilizer granules off of the 
foliage of your plants and water to release the nutrients.

Many solid fertilizers are quick release meaning that the 
nutrients are available immediately after application.  There are 
also slow-release fertilizers that come in capsule forms and 
dissolve as they get wet.  Since the capsules are made to break 
down at different rates, a single application can last over several 
months.  

Water soluble fertilizers are sold as liquids or powders which 
you dissolve in watering before applying.  These are great for fast-
growing plants because the fertilizer is applied directly to the 
leaves and plants take up nutrients more efficiently through the 
leaves than through roots.  
Nutrients are absorbed quickly and 
rarely burn the plants.  For large 
areas you can use hose-end sprayer 
fertilizers which come in containers 
that connect to the end of your 
hose and can be easily sprayed 
over your plants.  A drawback to 
liquid fertilizers is that they must 
be applied more frequently as they 
can move quickly through the soil 
especially if it rains after an 
application.  

Should I use organic or inorganic fertilizer?

Organic fertilizers are derived from plant and animal sources 
or a mined mineral such as rock phosphate.  Liquid organic 
fertilizers include compost tea, fish emulsion, and seaweed.  Dry 
organic fertilizers include manure, blood meal, bone meal, and 
cottonseed meal.  Organic fertilizers usually contain low 

Fertilizer burn on corn           
John D. Byrd, Mississippi State, 

Bugwood.org



concentration of nutrients that are slowly released into the 
environment as they are broken down by soil microbes.  Because 
of this, they are much less likely to cause fertilizer burn, and do 
not harm beneficial microbes in the soil.  

Inorganic fertilizers or synthetic fertilizers are usually less 
expensive than organic ones and give quick results.  However 
there are draw backs.  They can cause fertilizer burn and if 
application rate or timing is off, there is a high chance of fertilizer 
runoff which can have detrimental effects on the environment.  
Many synthetic fertilizers also contain high concentrations of 
salts, which can cause fertilizer burn and can harm soil microbes.

How and when should I apply fertilizer?

Home gardeners have a tendency to overfertilize, that is why 
soil tests are so important.   Remember if your beds are rich in 
organic material you may not need any fertilizer, that holds true 
for annuals, herbaceous perennials, and vegetables.  New 
gardens low in organic matter may need to be fertilized in early 
spring, usually a 5-10-10 will suffice, but make sure to test your 
soil to see what your soil needs. 

Herbs are a special case. Many herbs such as basil, thyme, 
rosemary, oregano, and lavender, grow best on sunny dry sites in 
sandy soil.  Heavy applications of fertilizers or organic matter 
may lower the plant’s essential oil content and encourage root 
and stem rot diseases.

 Healthy mature trees usually do not need fertilizer as they 
benefit from turf fertilization as well as the decomposition of 
grass clippings and fallen leaves.  Shrubs that are surrounded by 
turf usually do not require additional fertilizer either.  For those 
shrubs whose growth is slow, top-dress their beds with compost 
or apply a balanced fertilizer like 5-10-5 in early spring or in late 
fall.   Don’t fertilize your perennials, trees and shrubs in late 
summer or early fall or you may encourage a flush of new growth 
that will not have time to harden off before the winter.  

What about my lawn?

When it comes to 
lawns, the best time to 
apply fertilizer is in 
September.  If you have 
a high use lawn it may 
need  a second 
fertilizer application in 
May.  Returning grass 
clipping to your lawn 
can reduce the need 
for nitrogen fertilizer by 
25 – 50 %.  Note that New York State Runoff Law restricts the use 
of fertilizer containing phosphorous unless you are establishing a 
new lawn or have the results of a soil test that indicate your lawn 
does not have enough phosphorous. Check out Cornell’s turf 
website for more information about how and when to feed your 
lawn (https://turf.cals.cornell.edu/lawn/lawn-care-the-easiest-
steps-to-an-attractive-environmental-asset/).

What about soil pH?

Soil pH is a measure of the hydrogen ion activity in the soil.  
The scale of measuring acidity or alkalinity contains 14 divisions 
known as pH units.  The pH value of 7 is neutral with values 
below 7 are acidic and values above 7 are basic or alkaline.  With 
some exceptions most plants do best when the soil pH is in the 
6.0 - 7.0 range.  pH affects the availability of nutrients in the soil.  
As a result, plants in soil with very high or very low soil pH will 
show symptoms of nutrient deficiency.

Of course some plants prefer acidic or alkaline soil.  Azaleas 
like an acidic soil and may develop yellow leaves if the pH is over 
7.0.  Blueberries do best in an acidic soil in the 4.5 - 5 range.  

You can temporarily change the pH of the soil.  Adding lime 
to the soil will increase the pH and adding ammonium sulfate, 
iron sulfate or elemental sulfur will lower the pH.  Liming is best 
done in the fall to allow time for it to change the pH.  Instead of 
trying to change the pH of your soil, it is easier to choose plants 
that are adapted to the existing conditions.  This is the principle 
of selecting the right plant for the right site.  Changes to pH are 
short term and annual pH tests are recommended to determine 
what needs to be done to maintain desired soil pH.  

Remember that the best way to improve plant growth is the 
regular incorporation of organic matter or compost in the soil for 
good soil structure.  If you do decide to buy soil amendments, 
always read the label, apply the recommended amounts and use 
proper personal protective equipment like gloves and masks.  
Happy gardening!

Resources

Soil Testing for Home Gardeners

Check out our website to learn how to take a soil sample and 
submit it for testing.

http://cceorangecounty.org/gardening/soil-testing-for-home-
gardeners

Soil Amendments and Fertilizers

Learn about over 50 different types of soil amendments and 
fertilizer guidelines by plant group. 

https://extension.umd.edu/sites/extension.umd.edu/files/_
docs/programs/hgic/HGIC_Pubs/Soil_Amendments_Compost/
HG42_Soil_Amendments_and_Fertilizers.pdf
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Every year Cornell Cooperative Extension programs throughout 
New York State participate in the Vegetable Variety Trail Garden 
project by cultivating vegetable demonstration gardens.  These 
trail gardens not only test new varieties of seeds, but they also 
demonstrate cultural practices that help reduce plant pests.

Orange County Master Gardener Volunteers have participated 
in this program for the last ten years conducting their trials at the 
Middletown Community Garden.  Each year, they receive seeds 
along with detailed instructions on where, when and how to 
plant and care for each plant variety.  Each of the nine 3x3 raised 
beds has a specific layout to ensure best growing practices for 
each variety.  Throughout the growing season, Master Gardener 
Volunteers take pictures, record observation, note pest problems 
(insects and diseases), and taste their bounty.

Last year, Harris Seed donated the seeds for the trial which 
focused on vegetable families.  There were 31 different varieties 
of seeds planted.  Here are some of the  favorites:

• Carrot ‘Goldfinger’ F1 - scrumptious 5-8 inch orange root

• Cucumber ‘Manny’ F1 - very tasty smooth skinned fruit 
about 5-7 inches in length

• Radish ‘Blue Moon’ F1 - 
with its lavender-blue 
exterior, a delicious and 
colorful addition to any salad

• Swiss Chard ‘Peppermint‘ - 
delectable dark green leaves 
supported by white and pink 
striped petioles, not as 
productive other varieties 

• Tomatillo ‘Tamavo’ F1 -  very 
large plant with an 
abundance of fruit, the fruit 
are like a green tomato with a 
paper covering, great in soups and salsas

• Tomato ‘Chocolate Sprinkle’ F1 - copper-red colored fruit 
striped with green, this large grape tomato needed a trellis 
to support the “over the top” yield of fruit

• Tomato ‘Galahad ‘F1-  great tasting, easy to grow, 
determinate beefsteak tomato with nice-sized fruit

Thank you to Master Gardener Volunteers Frank Dragone and 
Marianne Woodard for their reviews.

All of the data collected from these variety trails along with 
observations of home gardeners throughout the country are 
added to the Vegetable Varieties for Garden Website.  This citizen 
science project allows gardeners to share their knowledge and 
experience about vegetable varieties and learn from other 
gardeners.  Take a look and consider becoming a contributor.

Vegetable Varieties for Gardeners

http://vegvariety.cce.cornell.edu/)

Information gathered from this site is compiled to create the 
List of Vegetable Varieties for Gardeners in NY State. 

https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/blogs.cornell.edu/dist/f/575/
files/2021/02/Vegetable-Varieties-list-2021.pdf 

Black Gum (Nyssa sylvatica), also known as the 
Black Tupelo is native to Orange County, New 
York State.  It is a beautiful mid-size deciduous 
tree with a spreading habit.  The mature tree 
will grow to 30’-50’ tall with a 20’-30’ spread.  In 
winter you see the tree’s sparse branches and 

its deeply ridged scaly bark which resembles alligator hide.  The 
dark green oval leaves of 
summer turn to a spectacular 
display in autumn.  The 
autumn display comes in 
various colors including 
shades orange, purple and 
scarlet.  You can purchase 
cultivars for a particular 
foliage color or habit.  This 
vibrant fall display is the 
reason for selecting this tree 

for your yard.

A Black Gum tree does best in full sun, and enjoys moist, well-
drained, acidic soils.  It is slow-growing tree with a deep taproot.  
Therefore, plant the tree to give it room for mature size because 
it would be difficult to transplant.  

Birds and mammals love the blue-black fruit which can also be 
a nectar source for honeybees.  In addition, the fruit can be used 
for pies, jams and drinks.  Black Gum trees are naturally resistant 
to most pests and common 
diseases that afflict other tree 
species.  Lastly, this tree is 
one of the tidiest native trees 
where its leaves and fruits 
easily disintegrate into the turf 
after the fall.  If you are 
looking for a nice shade tree 
for your yard with a 
spectacular fall display, this is 
the tree for you.

Vegetable Variety Trials
By Gerda Krogslund, Middletown Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

Black Gum (Nyssa sylvatica)
By Gerda Krogslund, Middletown Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

TREE OF TREE OF 
THE MONTHTHE MONTH

T. Davis Sydnor, The Ohio State University,     
Bugwood.org

Franklin Bonner, USFS (ret.),   Bugwood.org

Marianne holding       
‘Blue Moon’ Radishes



Silene regia, commonly known as Royal Catchfly, is an interesting plant native to the Midwestern United States 
occurring in prairies, savannas, and open woodlands.  One of very few red-flowered prairie plants, this herbaceous 

perennial typically grows 3-4’ tall and is unbranched, except for the upper flowering stems.  Its green leaves 
are lanceolate to ovate in shape with smooth edges and grow up to 4” long and 2” wide. It has a fuzzy 
texture as both the stems and the upper and lower sides of the leaves are covered with fine white hairs.  
Sticky glands cover the plant and small insects alighting upon it often become fatally trapped; a great pest 
management technique.  The plant releases a digestive enzyme to breakdown the expired insect bodies, 
and although it does not absorb the nutrients from its victim, this does prevent the plant from being 
completely covered with rotting insect carcasses.  Some believe this is a primitive form of carnivorous 
behavior.  In fact, the order to which this species belongs Caryophyllaceae, also contains true carnivorous 
plants like sundews and Venus fly traps.  The name catchfly seems well deserved.

Royal catchfly grows in hardiness zones 5-8 and needs very well-drained soil, and is known to thrive in 
sandy soil and gravel. The scarlet blooms appear in July and August and attract hummingbirds and 
swallowtail butterflies.  Royal Catchfly has been designated ‘Endangered’ or ‘Threatened’ by most states 
within its range.  The conversion of its habitat to agricultural land is a primary cause of its decline.  It is a 
great addition to partially shaded areas of wildflower gardens, native plant gardens, and woodland gardens.  
Last fall I planted one in my perennial garden we’ll see how it goes.
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PLANT OFPLANT OF
THE MONTHTHE MONTH

For this book, author Ken Druse worked in conjunction with artist Ellen 
Hoverkamp who provided the beautiful botanical photographs throughout.  Each 

chapter explores plants in a different light looking at season, family, form, function, color, spirit of 
place, or theme.  Take a journey through the seasons starting with signs of spring and continuing 
through the year concluding with winter and new awakenings.  Learn about different plant families 
and delve into the numerous varieties found in each.  Form follows function – examine the many 
different shapes, textures, structures and growth habit of flowers and other plants.  Be inspired by 
pictures of flowers with both similar colors and exciting color combinations.  Consider the spirit of 
place and think about what you can plant in woodlands, meadows, wetlands, rain gardens, and rock 
gardens.  Explore themed gardens grown for fragrance, roses, pollinators, birds, cutting, edible plants, 
herbs, medicinal plants, and toxic plants.

This is not a “how-to” manual but a book that suggests possible plant combinations for your consideration. It gives you lots of 
ideas in which you can take your reliable basic plants and add others to make your garden even more spectacular.  Ken Druse knows 
that gardening is very personable and suggests that while you read through the book, you make lists of combinations that appeal to 
you.  A garden is never really complete but more a work in progress as we continually experiment with new plants and new plant 
arrangements.  I’ve spent hours going through this book and I know I’ll come back again and again.

European Pine Sawfly
By Gerda Krogslund, Middletown Master Gardener VolunteerPEST PEST 

WATCHWATCH In New York State, there are six species of sawflies that are common pests of 
pines.  The larvae are caterpillar-like that usually feed in groups and strip one 

branch of needles after another.  They prefer old needles but turn to new needles when food is scarce.  
The European pine sawflies (Neodiprion sertifer) are one of the most destructive in NYS and prefers red 
and Scotch pine however it will also attack other pines in the area.

Sawfly adults resemble large houseflies but are actually a type of wasp.  The females have a 
serrated ovipositor, a tube-like organ used for egg laying, which enables them to saw little slits in the 
needles to lay their eggs leaving a row of brown scars on the needles.  The eggs overwinter and hatch 
in April through mid-May, depending on the weather.  The larvae feed in colonies all the way through 
July.  When the larvae are fully grown, they drop to the ground and pupate in mid-August to 
September.  The adults emerge and mate in September.  Then the females use their saw-like 
ovipositor to lay 6-8 eggs per needle.  

It is now time to start monitoring your pines for sawfly larvae.  Birds and rodents will help decrease 
populations, but additional management is sometimes needed.  Remove larvae by hand or prune out 
infested branches and put larvae and branches in a pail of soapy water.  If you chose to use an 
insecticide, keep in mind that as with most insects, sawflies are more susceptible to insecticides when 
they are small.  There are horticultural oils and insecticidal soap labeled for control of sawflies.  
Remember sawflies are NOT caterpillars so Bt, a go to organic pesticide for many home gardeners, will 
not work on sawflies. 

BOOK BOOK 
REVIEWREVIEW

Royal Catchfly
By Joan Kean, Pine Bush Master Gardener Volunteer

Natural Companions:  The Garden Lover’s 
Guide to Plant Combinations, by Ken Druse 
Reviewed by Gerda Krogslund, Middletown Senior Master Gardener Volunteer

European Pine Sawfly Egg Scars                             
A. Steven Munson, USDA Forest Service, 

Bugwood.org

Chuck Bargeron, University of Georgia,    
Bugwood.org
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Keep up with Gardening in Orange County New York on the web! 

Subscribe to our blog!
https://blogs.Cornell.edu/master-gardeners-cce-oc/

Find us on Facebook!
https://www.facebook.com/gardening.cceorangecounty

GARDENER’S CHECKLIST: 
APRIL

WHAT’S HAPPENING

• Examine evergreens for winter burn.  Prune out damage after 
new growth appears.

• Surveil for spotted lanternfly nymphs (black with white spots). 
(https://www.dec.ny.gov/animals/113303.html)

• Remove lawn thatch greater than 1/2 inch in depth.  Overseed if 
necessary.

• Test soil and pH levels before major planting.

• Add organic matter to planting beds and vegetable gardens.

• Harden-off seedlings before planting in open ground to reduce 
or prevent transplant shock.

• Direct seed for cool weather vegetables and hardy annuals.

• Start seeds indoors for warm weather vegetables and tender 
annuals.

• Divide and transplant summer blooming perennials.

• Collect and dispose of cedar-apple galls on junipers.

• Cut flower stalks on daffodils, hyacinths and other spring flower 
bulbs as the flowers fade.  Do not cut foliage until it dies back 
naturally.

GARDENERS ON THE WEB

Crop Rotation Resources

History & Principles of Crop Rotation - Allotment Garden

https://www.allotment-garden.org/crop-rotation/history-
principles-crop-rotation/

Learn more about the importance of crop rotation and see 
examples of three, four and five year crop rotation plans 
specifically developed for gardeners. 

Crop Rotation on Organic Farms - Sustainable Agriculture 
Research and Education - USDA

https://www.sare.org/resources/crop-rotation-on-organic-farms/

Although written for 
farmers, this manual 
has a plethora of 
information relevant 
to gardeners including 
sample crop rotation 
sequences.

Tuesday, April 13 Vegetable Gardening (Virtual Workshop) 7:00 – 8:30 pm. Learn the tried and true methods for selecting the  
   best seed/plant varieties, planting, maintaining, harvesting and sustaining a productive vegetable garden.

Tuesday, April 27 Creating a Pollinator Garden (Virtual Workshop) 7:00 – 8:30 pm. When it comes to pollinators, bees are just  
   the beginning. Learn how to create a pollinator friendly flower garden that blooms from spring until fall.

Tuesday, May 11 Growing and Selecting Flowers for Floral Arrangements (Virtual Workshop) 7:00 – 8:30 pm. Learn what  
   plants have ideal blooms for cut flower arrangements. See how to cut and “condition” flowers so that your  
   arrangements will last longer.

Tuesday, May 25 Container Gardening (Virtual Workshop) 7:00 – 8:30 pm. Learn the secrets of creating both stunning and   
   functional container gardens.

Register online at CCEOrangeCounty.org/Gardening.
 If you have any questions, call Susan D. at (845) 344-1234 (ext. 240) or email her at smd348@cornell.edu.

For the past 25 years the Master Gardener Volunteers of Cornell Cooperative Extension Orange County have been 
writing for and editing the Gardening in Orange County Newsletter.  Sadly, due to declining subscriptions, reduced 

resources and budgetary considerations our last issue will be in September 2021.  We want to thank you for 
subscribing throughout the years and hope that you will continue to be a part of our community through our blog 

and our many other programs!  Thank you for your understanding!

Ward Upham, Kansas State 
University, Bugwood.org


