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Program seeks 
volunteers to help release 
stinkbug-killing wasp 

by Will Dendis

H
ave you noticed more stink-
bugs in your home in recent years? 
It’s not your imagination. The 
brown marmorated stink bug, ha-
lyomorpha halys, an invasive spe-
cies native to Asia, has exploded 

since making its way to New York State in 2007, 
causing millions of dollars in crop damage and 
making a nuisance of themselves to homeowners.  

Their odor, which they emit when stressed, has 
been likened to a smelly sock or pungent cilantro. 
But the problem isn’t how they smell; it’s what 
they eat, which is pretty much everything. 

Unlike our native stink bugs, this species has no 
natural predators. They’re hard to kill for a few 
reasons. At around 1.7 cm, they’re quite large for 
an agricultural pest, which means more pesticide 
is needed to be lethal. The bugs tend to do a lot of 
damage at the end of the season, when pesticide 
application needs to be tapered off to minimize 
the hazard for consumers. Beyond size, they have 
other physical characteristics that make them less 
vulnerable. Only the tips of their legs make con-
tact with fruit or leaves when they walk, which 
minimizes the surface area where they can absorb 
the pesticide. They feed by penetrating their pro-
boscis into the fruit or vegetable, which also mini-
mizes their contact with the surface. They’re also 
mobile, able to fly miles from one farm to another, 
so even if a local population is reduced significant-
ly, a new group can quickly take its place.

Not content to suck the life out of our apples, 
beans and peppers, they also invade our homes 
each fall to wait out the cold weather. A drowsy 
stink bug bouncing off a light fixture in the dead of 
winter is now a common sight. Some homeowners 
find themselves hosting thousands. When stink 
bugs find a good spot to hide, they secrete an ag-
gregation pheromone that attracts other individu-
als. A Maryland wildlife biologist counted 26,000 
in his home in one six-month period.

As Kathryn Schulz put it in The New Yorker, “the 

brown marmorated stinkbug has made a name 
for itself by simultaneously threatening millions 
of acres of American farmland and grossing out 
the occupants of millions of American homes.” It 
is this dual role that has inspired scientists to seek 
help from the public in controlling its numbers. 

A new citizen-science program by the Hudson 
Valley Research Lab in Highland is seeking local 
volunteers to help release the stinkbug’s natural 
predator, the samurai wasp, trissolcus japonicus, 
which seeks out stink bug eggs and lays its own 
eggs in them. It’s estimated that 60 to 90 percent 
of brown marmorated stink bug eggs in Asia are 
destroyed in this way. While the stink bugs are 

rather large and dietarily indiscriminate, their foe 
is small ( just 2 millimeters) and specialized.

In 2017, the wasps were introduced on 28 or-
chards in six New York State counties. Scientists 
want to expand the program beyond the fields 
and orchards to target other areas where the stink 
bugs over-winter. 

“The general public participation is absolutely 
critical,” said Peter J. Jentsch, senior extension 
associate at the lab. If the samurai wasp can be 
established near homes where the stink bug over-
winters, it can immediately reduce the population 
in the early season before a second generation is 
hatched, which is when it really does the most 
agricultural damage. “The people that are really 
growing large volumes of food are just struggling 
with trying to control this insect and [the public’s] 
participation really does make a difference in be-
ing able to reduce the brown marmorated stink 

Search and destroy

The brown marmorated stink bug (above-left) and some similar looking native species; from 
top: the green stink bug, brown stink bug and spiny soldier bug. The brown marmorated stink 
bug is distinguished by its more rounded shoulders, white bands on its antennae and legs, and 
alternating dark and light bands on the margins of its abdomen. 
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bug population before they really can escalate late 
in the season,” said Jentsch.

The obvious question is whether the introduc-
tion of the wasps might have unintended conse-
quences. Jentsch acknowledged that the wasps 
could have some impact on native stink bug popu-
lations. He mentioned the spined soldier bug, a 
beneficial predatory stink bug that feeds on va-
riety of other arthropods, as one of the few stink 
bugs whose eggs the wasp also will prey on in the 
absence of its preferred host. But taking into ac-
count the relatively small expected harm, and 
weighing it against the damage wrought by the 
brown marmorated stink bug and the large vol-
ume of pesticide needed to keep it at bay, he says 
the consensus is that the samurai wasp is the best 
solution.

Locally, prior to any local distribution of the 
wasp by scientists, a population of wasps was 
found in Milton on Hepworth Farms, an organic 
vegetable grower, in 2016. So the program is not 
so much an introduction of a non-native species 
as it is a boost to one who found its way here any-
way, helping the wasp population grow faster than 
it would on its own to bring the stink bug to heel 
sooner. 

Clockwise from top-left: 
Close up of the samurai 
wasp; a size comparison; a 
wasp hatching from stink 
bug egg; damage to fruit 
from brown marmorated 
stink bugs is especially 
insidious, as it’s often not 
apparent under after the 
harvest. 

christopher hedstrom/usda-aphishvrl

steve valley,  usda-ar
hvrl

Participants will receive a Petri dish with “para-
sitized” stink bug eggs— that is, eggs laid by lab-
raised stink bugs that lab-raised wasps have laid 
their own eggs inside. They will then hang the 
dishes on a tree near their homes and, after a few 
weeks, collect the dishes and return them to the 
lab via mail for analysis (researchers want to see 
how many hatched). 

Those interested in participating should send 
an e-mail to ek538@cornell.edu using the subject 
heading “Samurai Wasp Redistribution.” A dona-
tion is requested to offset the cost of shipping and 
handling, as well as other program costs. Ship-
ments will begin in early June. 

Jentsch said there are no plans to repeat the 
program next year and, though samurai wasps 
have been released by scientists elsewhere, he isn’t 
aware of any other programs open to the general 
public. If you’d like to be involved, this could be 
your one and only shot.++

Participants will receive 
a Petri dish of parasitized eggs 
in the mail, which they will then 
place in a tree near their home.
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The war of the rows
Tips on keeping your garden 
weed-free… or as close 
as possible 

by Lee Reich

A
llow me to begin with an 
admission: Weedless gardening 
is impossible. That said, weeds 
are a problem only when they are 
out of control. Keeping a garden 
free of weed problems is possible.

What follows is a simple, four-part system for 
eliminating weed problems to the point where 
the necessary picking a few weeds here and there 
becomes merely a pleasant diversion. This system 
emulates Mother Nature’s way of caring for the 
soil and is spelled out in more detail in my book 
Weedless Gardening (Workman Publishing).

Act I: Why so many weeds?
Many of our weed problems can be traced back 

to one thing we gardeners have done since the 
dawn of civilization: turning over the soil, the re-
sults of which have long been, in many gardening 
circles, one earmark of a good gardener. But bur-
ied within every soil are myriad weed seeds lying 
dormant until awakened by light and air — which 
is exactly what happens when a soil is turned over 
with a plow, rototiller, spade, or fork.

So the first step towards weed-lessness is to stop 
turning over the soil. 

Not tilling also allows for earlier planting in 
spring and conserving valuable humus. And by 
not tilling, you don’t have to… well, till.

Act II: Tread lightly, or not at all
You can’t just abandon tillage and garden as 

usual or the soil will become compacted. Walk-
ing, rolling wheelbarrows, and driving tractors in 
and through our gardens are the culprits here. In 
the wild plants grow fine without tillage because 
nothing is compacting the soil around their roots.

Avoid compaction by laying out the garden with 
permanent areas for traffic and permanent areas 
for growing plants. This arrangement might be 
beds and paths, raised beds and paths, or just stra-
tegically placed stepping stones. No matter what 
the plan, the important thing is to be able to reach 
into planting areas from the designated walking 
areas. Eighteen-inch-wide paths in my vegetable 
garden surround 36-inch-wide planting beds.

Permanent walking and permanent planting 
areas allows for denser planting since space isn’t 
needed between rows for walking, hoeing, and 
planting. The result is greater yields.

Act III: Weeds from whence?
Simply abandoning tillage does not eliminate 

all weeds; weeds also are transported into gardens 
by animals and wind. Snuff out sprouts of these 
transported weed seeds by mulching. All that’s 
needed is a thin layer (about 1” deep) of some 
weed-free organic material, such as compost, 
wood chips, wood shavings, leaves, leaf mold, or 
pine needles, replenished as needed so bare soil 
never shows.

Choose mulch based on plants being grown, 
availability, and appearance. Vegetables are heavy 
feeders, so in my vegetable garden I mulch plant-
ing beds each year with an inch or more of com-
post, which not only snuffs out small weed seed-
lings but also supplies all the food those vegetables 
need for the coming year. The paths get blanketed 
with wood chips.

Any mulch also helps rainfall percolate into the 
ground.

Act IV: Drip water, if needed
For gardens that get regular watering, drip ir-

rigation is the way to go if you want to limit weed 
problems. By pinpointing water to garden plants, 
drip irrigation doesn’t promote weed growth in 
paths or between widely spaced plants.

Drip also saves water, typically 60 percent over 
sprinkling, and is easily automated.

Beginning a weedless garden 
No need to till even when starting a new garden. 

Instead, smother existing vegetation by, after mow-
ing it down, covering it with newspaper (four sheets 
thick) or landscape paper overlapped and wetted.

The garden is ready to plant just as soon as the 
paper is covered with one or more of the weed-
free, organic materials mentioned in Act III. 
Where seeds are going to be planted, use a finer 
material, such as compost for planting areas. For 
large transplants, make a hole through the news-
paper and into the soil below just large enough to 
accommodate the plant’s root system.

A particular benefit of this method is that it al-
lows for immediate planting. In the course of a 
few hours, you can go from lawn to a growing (if 
you use transplants) vegetable or flower garden.

Maintaining weedlessness 
It would be folly to imagine that any garden 

would always take care of itself.
For one thing, fertilization may be needed. If 

so, spread needed fertilizer on top of the ground. 
Then again, if you mulch your planting beds with 
an inch depth of compost, that will provide all the 
food your plants will need for the season.

Maintenance also consists of replenishing 

mulch, as necessary, so bare soil never peeks 
through from below. Here, again, we’re following 
the lead of Mother Nature, who enriches soil from 
the top down with falling leaves in forests and 
with old leaves and roots in fields. When possible, 
I replenish that surface layer of organic material 
in my garden in autumn. Note that the paper layer 
was only needed to start the garden, not to main-
tain it.

Cleanup of spent and unwanted plants is an-
other part of annual maintenance. The goal is to 
remove old tops and the few major roots, letting 
fine feeder roots remain in place to enrich the soil 
and leave channels for air and water as they rot. To 
that end, I’ll grab the head of a small plant such as 
an old head of lettuce or a marigold, give it a quick 
twist to sever the fine roots, then pull the plant 
up and out. Some plants — a big, old kale plant 
or a hill of sweet corn — don’t twist and pull out 
so easily; I cut straight down into the soil with a 
garden knife to sever enough roots to lift out these 
plants and their major roots.

In the vegetable garden, this method of cleanup 
allows succeeding crops to be easily plant just as 
soon as preceding plants have been cleared away.

Weeding!!!
The final part of garden maintenance is — dare 

I mention the “w” word? —weeding. Yes, weed-
ing! No garden can go year after year free of weed 
problems without any weeding. The method used 
to remove big weeds is the same as for spent 
plants: Remove the tops and major roots. Deep-
rooted weeds may need coaxing out with a shovel, 
using the shovel as a lever, not as a tool with which 
to invert the soil.

Where many small weeds colonize — a rare oc-
currence — I use a type of hoe, such as the winged 
weeder or collinear hoe, whose blade is sharp and 
runs parallel to the soil surface. Sliding the hoe 
blade back and forth just beneath the surface of 
the ground, much like using a sponge mop, quickly 
and easily decapitates small weeds, killing them.

Weeds are much easier to kill or remove when 
they are small, which is a good case for frequent-
ly and regularly keeping an eye out for them. As 
stated early on, though, weeding a garden that has 
such few weeds is not a daunting chore but a pleas-
ant diversion as you walk through the garden.

Weeds will be few but don’t worry. Nothing is 
wrong with the soil.++ 

Lee Reich, PhD is a garden and orchard consultant; 
he also hosts workshops at his New Paltz farmden 
(inquire at www.leereich.com/workshops). 

Spreading compost on an established bed.

P H O T O S  B Y  L E E  R E I C H

A view of the author’s garden in June – no weeds in sight.
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The healthiest garden you can grow

What should you plant 
to get the most vitamins 
per square foot?

by Erin Quinn

W
hen it comes to the 
question of what to plant in 
this year’s garden, everyone 
has their favorites, the prod-
uct of taste, tradition and past 
success. But what if we limit 

the question to nutrition. What’s the healthiest 
garden you can grow?

“It’s hard to say what are the healthiest vegeta-
bles,” said Neil Cohen of Woodstock, an avid gar-
dener who began with a patio garden in Brooklyn 
and now has a “palatial sized” vegetable patch out-
side his home.

“If you ask an Italian, they’ll say a tomato, if you 
ask a Greek, they’ll save olives, if you ask a Ger-
man, they’ll say cabbage. Don’t bother asking the 
Irish!” he said with a laugh. “Honestly, you can’t 
beat beets. They’re rich in iron, they can be used in 
all kinds of dishes and their color is so rich.”

Beets can be harvested for the roots as well as the 
greens. Larger beets can be sautéed as a comple-
ment dish and the young beet greens are scrump-
tious when added to raw salads. The beet roots are 
not only high in iron, but also vitamin C and potas-
sium. The young beet greens have rich nutritional 
value including calcium, magnesium and zinc.

Because each beet seed is actually a cluster of 
seeds, seedlings need to be separated to one per 
cluster, but you can have a zero-waste planting by 

using the thinnings in salads or sandwiches. Beet 
roots are at their best when harvested small — no 
more than one or two inches across. The larger 
beets are woodier and can be less flavorful, ac-
cording to Cohen. 

Sandy Ferrante of the Wallkill Valley View Farm 
Market along the flats in New Paltz put kale at 
the top of his list of healthiest garden produce, 
as it contains high amounts of calcium, iron, po-

tassium, as well as vitamins A, B6 and C. “All of 
your leafy greens like spinach, kale, collards…are 
very healthy and when you know where they came 
from and what’s in the soil, they taste that much 
more nutritious.” These nutrient-dense vegetables 
can be grown in containers with just one kale or 
collard plant per ten-inch deep pot. Things to 
watch out for are heat and cabbage worms. Most 
leafy greens are cool-weather crops so they’re best 
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grown in the spring and fall. 
He agreed with Cohen that “beets are fairly easy 

to grow. They germinate better than carrots and 
they’re so rich in vitamins and nutrients.”

Cheryl Hearty, the secretary for the New Paltz 
Gardens of Nutrition suggested that if readers 
“don’t have outside space to garden but would like 
to grow their own organic herbs and vegetables, 

this could be a perfect option for them,” she said 
referring to the organic, non-profit, volunteer-
run community garden off of Historic Huguenot 
Street, one of the oldest community gardens in 
New York State.

“It’s difficult to say what vegetable is the healthi-
est because all vegetables are healthy!” she said. 
“And really, we can grow almost any vegetable in 
our region. There are just some that you might 
have to start indoors because they require a longer 
growing season like certain squash or luffa spong-
es which I’m trying to grow for the first time right 
now and have them started inside.”

As for kale, Hearty agreed with Ferrante. “Kale 
is a great vegetable if you like the taste. It’s cer-
tainly all the rage right now and it comes in so 
many varieties that it can be decorative as well as 
tasty and nutritious.”

Ferrante, Hearty and Cohen all concurred that 
homegrown tomatoes are worth their weight in 
gold. “They are so easy to grow, the smaller [the 
variety], the more yield they have per plant, like 
cherry tomatoes or sun-gold tomatoes.”

Fresh, homegrown tomatoes are the reason 
many gardeners get into vegetable gardening in 
the first place. Nothing compares to eating a per-
fectly ripe tomato, still warm from the sun. “You 
just can’t get an equivalent of a ripe, juicy tomato 
picked from your own garden in a supermarket,” 
said Hearty. “You just can’t.”

“I make a fantastic orzo, mozzarella and cherry 
tomato salad that my friends and family love,” said 
Cohen. “Honestly, it’s the tomatoes that make it.”

Besides being tasty and easy to grow, tomatoes 
are a great source of several key vitamins and min-
erals including vitamin C, potassium, vitamin K 
and folate which is important for tissue growth 
and cell function and especially important for 
women who are pregnant.

Outside Cohen’s kitchen windows are boxes 
overflowing with herbs that he still takes in on 
cold nights. 

“I’m fond of herbs. They are easy to grow, they 
can winter inside and they make everything taste 
better from basil in your pesto to chives in pasta 
dishes to mint in my lemonade or parsley in my 
eggs. What’s not to love. And some of them smell 
so delicious.” Herbs are quite healthy too: Two ta-
blespoons of parsley, which can be used in almost 
any dish, has over 150 percent of the daily recom-
mended value of Vitamin K, as well as a decent 
amount of other vitamins and minerals. 

As for other vegetables, Ferrante 
said that all of the vine vegetables are great and 
produce incredible yield, particularly zucchini, 
squash and cucumbers. But with all the rain we’ve 
received, gardeners have to be cautious of rot. 
“We’ve staked a lot of our vine plants to keep them 
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off of the wet ground,” said the farmer. “The rain 
takes a toll on pumpkins, squash and other vine 
plants that lay on the ground.”

One nutritious vegetable that never goes out of 
fashion is broccoli. “Broccoli is fairly easy to grow 
and has actually done very well with all of this 
cold, rainy weather we’ve had,” said Ferrante.

Most gardeners, farmers and veggie lovers will 
tell you that beans — including string beans, pole 
beans, bush beans and yellow-wax beans — are 
fun and easy to grow and yield quite the harvest 
for seed-planted crop. “They’re so much fun to 
grow because you can plant them from seed which 
helps save on cost,” said Barb Troan, a Master Gar-
dener with Cornell Cooperative Extension Ulster 
County. “Within a week you’ll start to see them 
poking through the soil. So it’s very rewarding.”

What Ferrante, Hearty and Troan consistently 
mention is that almost all vegetables need sun as 
well as good soil. “There is a tendency for people to 
want to till their soil every year, but I would cau-
tion against that,” said Hearty. “You want to move 
your crops around, clean up your gardens good at 
the end of the growing season so in case there is 
any disease or rot it doesn’t spread to the plants in 
the next growing season, but soil can rebuild itself 
without having to rototiller it every year.”

“You need the right PH levels to make sure that 
you have the appropriate acidity in your soil,” said 
Troan “6.8 to 7 is a good benchmark. But you can 
call here or drop of your soil and we’ll test it.”++

For more information on getting a community 
garden plot in New Paltz go to www.gardensfor-
nutrition.org. For more information on the Master 
Gardener program and soil testing, go to http://
ulster.cce.cornell.edu or call 845-340-DIRT (3478).
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My life in 
compost
How can one not love 
compost, with its organic 
fecundity, pleasing shape 
and nearly-human warmth?

by Sparrow

T
he alchemy of composting 
delights me. You mix together dis-
colored cabbage, stale bread, au-
tumn leaves, and voilà – you pro-
duce the most valuable substance 
on earth: rich topsoil. Many gar-

deners create a compost pile to feed their toma-
toes; I have a garden as an excuse to compost.

Our story begins in the spring of 1976, when I 
started a backyard garden in Gainesville, Florida. 
A library book on composting instructed me: al-
ternate layers of leftover food, grass cuttings and 
manure in one symmetric heap. (Every few weeks 
I’d bicycle to the stables at the University of Flor-
ida to shovel up horse-droppings.) Meanwhile, I 
planted vegetables in the adjoining garden. After 
a summer of diligence, I harvested three puny car-
rots and a handful of parsley. I was not much of a 
gardener, but my compost pile was a blazing suc-
cess.

The English language doesn’t have a word for a 
person who expertly composts, though this art is 
as essential as baking. No one ever says: “Nelly is a 

fabulous composter.”
After I moved back to Manhattan in 1978, my 

composting days seemed over – till my wife joined 
the 11th Street community garden in the East Vil-
lage in 1995. Then Violet and I adopted the pecu-
liarly urban custom of freezing vegetable scraps, 
then carting them once a week to the local com-
post bin. (This avoids smelling up the house with 
decaying eggplant.)

In 1999 Violet and I moved to Phoenicia, and 
began rural composting. No more freezer-as-stor-
age! Now we could step outside and fling our can-
taloupe rinds on the pile immediately. In 2000 we 
started adding manure supplied by Bananacake, 
our misanthropic rabbit.

In 2004 my composting life changed forever 
when a bear walked in our backdoor one August 
morning. The creature was small and merely curi-
ous, but Violet suggested a change in our compost-

ing routine: no fruit scraps or egg shells during 
bear season. Now every year around Thanksgiv-
ing, I ask my wife: “Do you think the bears are 
hibernating?” “Give them another week or two,” 
she’ll decree, and two weeks hence we’ll toss our 
apple cores on the backyard pile again.

A heap of decaying vegetative matter returns 
one to the pre-digital “real” world. As I write this 
essay, I must confess, I am constantly checking 
my Twitter, Gmail and Facebook (in that order), 
but gazing barefoot at my compost pile, I might 
be living in the third century BCE. (According to 
my extensive research, composting began at least 
with the Akkadian Empire, circa 2200 BCE.) Inci-
dentally, I suggest a 1:2 proportion of food scraps 
to dead leaves. And don’t forget, you can compost 
newspaper – including this article! 

Then there’s the visual aspect of compost. Are 
you familiar with the outdoor art installations of 
Andy Goldsworthy? One is a circle of flame-red 
leaves laid around a jet-black rock, “painting” a 
Surrealist scene by skillfully manipulating flora. I 
consider Goldsworthy each time I throw a hand-
ful of carrot tops on my compost pile. The orange 
circles set against pale green broccoli stems and 
brown leaves often succeed as artistic collages. 
Some of my color combinations, I can say without 
false modesty, are stunning.

Am I the only person who finds compost piles 
sexy, with their breastlike shape and nearly-hu-
man warmth?

J O I  I T O
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Which reminds me: should you compost your 
fingernail clippings, cut-off hair, etc.? I wrote a 
poem on the subject:

A Personal Secret
I compost
my snot.

A compost pile is collective. Violet and I contrib-
ute equally to it, as do friends who bring over ap-
ple pie or Cheetos (if we don’t finish eating them). 
Guests who stay at our house on Airbnb some-
times feed our compost bucket: moist black coffee 
grounds – my wife and I don’t drink coffee – and 
leftover hashbrowns from the Phoenicia Diner.

Composting is part of the great cycle 
of life: from soil to rutabaga, back to soil. And 
someday you and I will step onto this cycle, to be-
come future soil ourselves.

I rarely mention this, but I recently studied with 
the Jehovah’s Witnesses for 3 ½ years. According 
to them, Adam and Eve completely sabotaged 
God’s plan by eating the forbidden fruit. And what 
was the original Divine plan? That the human 
race would slowly increase the size of the Garden 
of Eden until it covered the earth. It turns out the 
cosmic purpose of humanity is to cultivate a gar-
den. Which means, if you ask me, that one-third 
of our spiritual destiny is composting.

Want to combat global warming? Start a com-
post pile. Food scraps in landfill produce meth-
ane, which is 26 times more potent than carbon 
dioxide as a greenhouse gas. Compost produces 

zero methane.
I’m not even sure if the compost pile I devotion-

ally serve is actually working. At the climax of this 
essay, I will walk back to my pile with a shovel, dig 
into it, and discover for myself if the bottom level 
has become soil, after 16 years of gestation. Isn’t 
that exciting? Can you feel the suspense building?

Even if you have no pile, you may contribute to 
the Great American Composting Initiative. My 
friend Elæ once offered me a tangerine at a book 
fair in Manhattan. When I was finished, she po-
litely asked for the peel. Why? To place in a plas-
tic bag, carry to her house, add to the vegetable 
scraps in her freezer, and ultimately bicycle over 
to her local Brooklyn garden. That’s what I call 
commitment to the soil. You need not take such 
extreme measures, but many local collective gar-
dens would appreciate your banana peels and 
parsley stems. (Today I received an email from the 
Saugerties Transfer Station announcing that they 
are now accepting compost-contributions.)

My point is simple: a compost pile is not much 
effort, doesn’t noticeably smell, and produces 
nourishing topsoil for free. Plus it saves the earth. 

Why not give it a try?
[PS: I dug down into my compost and, sure 

enough, found brand-new soil – complete with a 
slender, shy earthworm!] ++ 
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No yard? No problem 

The dos and don’ts of 
container gardening 

by Jennifer Brizzi

C
ontainer gardens add beau-
ty to your fine-weather surround-
ings, and are a perfect way to deal 
with the lack of a yard that has a 
suitable spot for a conventional 
garden. Your container jungle can 

range from a couple of potted herbs to an extrava-
ganza of flowers, vegetables and even fruits. Here 
are a few points to keep in mind when planning 
and maintaining it.

Don’t just limit your self to the “thriller, spiller, 
filler” approach when it comes to plant arrange-
ments in pots, hanging baskets and window 
boxes. This popular philosophy advises that you 
should combine a thriller plant that is tall and 
dramatic (such as ornamental grasses, banana), 

a spiller around the edges that grows downward 
or hangs (vinca vine and petunia are examples) 
and a filler that is bushy and fills in everywhere 
else (too many to list). Many plants are gorgeous 
and eye-catching enough to stand on their own, 
though, whether they grow tall, short or hang over 
the sides of the pot. And more than one type of 
thriller, spiller or filler in one pot is okay; just aim 
for harmony and eye appeal, as well as, of course, 
a combination of plants with similar needs for 
sun/shade and soil type. 

Do pick plants that you love the look of, that will 
make you happy to tend and pamper them all sea-
son long.

Do think beyond pretty annual flowers. Many 
other plants are decorative as well, offering col-
or and texture to your container garden. Think 
dusty miller, lamb’s ear, coleus, sweet potato vine 
and many more plants appreciated more for their 
beautiful and striking leaves than their blossoms. 
Herbs and many vegetables are gorgeous in the 
garden, too, from rainbow chard to hot chili pep-
pers to eggplants to cherry or grape tomatoes. 

Many vegetables do well in pots. Loose-leaf “cut 
and come again” lettuce doesn’t need very deep 
soil and it’s great to have super fresh lettuce right 

outside the back door. Special varieties of “bush” 
tomatoes have compact plants that do well in 
containers. Pole beans with a trellis and summer 
squashes do well in containers too. 

Do remember that size does matter when it 
comes to container gardening. Yes, pot material is 
a minor issue, in that treated woods aren’t good 
for edibles and porous unglazed terra cotta dries 
out faster. However, the size of the pot related to 
the plant’s expected mature size is more impor-
tant. With more soil, roots can stretch and grow 
more and there is room for more water and nu-
trients to nurture the plant. But don’t go too big. 
According to garden writer Barbara Damrosch, if 
the pot is too big, excess water collects around the 
roots and deprives them of air. 

Don’t forget that containers are portable. Move 
them around at will, for more sun for sun-loving 
vegetables like beans and nightshades, to get deli-
cate shade-loving blooms out of the hot afternoon 
sun, or to put a nice arrangement on display for 
guests. If the plant is big and heavy, put it on 
wheels. Putting potted plants in groups, such as 
nice cluster of three to five different sized pots, in-
creases the humidity in the air, benefiting all. 

Don’t overlook plant hygiene. Don’t re-use pot-
ting soil or dig dirt up from the yard. Start fresh. 
When reusing containers, scrub and clean them 
thoroughly. Some people like to soak them in a 
diluted bleach solution, then rinse and dry them 
before planting. 

Don’t forget that good drainage is key in pre-
venting damaging waterlog. If your pot has drain-
age holes and they are large, you may need to put 
pieces of broken pottery over the holes. If there 
are no drainage holes, you can drill some, or put 
a smaller pot inside to hold the plant, with rocks 
under it so water has a place to go. 

Do remember that plants have a contained 
home and you control the food and water they get. 
A quality potting mix will include soil lighteners 
or you can add them yourself. Examples are per-
lite, vermiculite, sphagnum moss, “sharp builder’s 
sand” and medium textured peat. 

Don’t forget to fertilize. If your potting mix 
doesn’t already contain fertilizer, add some to give 
your plantlings a hearty start. Each time you wa-
ter, you wash away nutrients, so continue to feed 
regularly. Look up the feeding schedule for each 
plant; for example, most herbs generally need less 
feeding and many vegetables require a lot. 

Don’t water at the top of the plant but at soil-
level instead. Wet leaves can get moldy, wilted or 
succumb to fungal infections. Remember to wa-
ter diligently though, as plants in pots—especially 
terra cotta ones, as I mentioned—dry out faster. 
When you’re filling your containers with potting 
mix, stop one or three inches below the top edge of 
the pot, to make room for water. And water com-
pletely, not just a drizzle. Soak plants thoroughly, 
until water runs out the bottom. 

With a bit of attention, your container garden 
will continue to please you all summer long, ap-
pealing to all your senses.++
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Closed-loop landscaping
You can do a lot 
with your yard 
without buying a thing 

by Violet Snow

Y
ou’ ve heard of 
permaculture? Well, 
my goal is to have a 
perma-yard.

Permaculture, as I 
understand it, is a way 

of living that minimizes inputs and 
outputs to a system, so a piece of prop-
erty that’s used to produce food and 
provide a home can become more or 
less self-sufficient, reducing the need 
to dispose of waste or buy new stuff. A 
permaculture garden or farm requires 
careful design, following principles 
that are environmentally sound and 
meant to help us handle whatever cli-
mate change brings to our uncertain 
future.

My half-acre is too small for a per-
maculture project, and my limited 
gardening skills are not going to cover 
my family’s need for food. But I do be-
lieve in reusing materials, both natural 
and manufactured, as I improve the 
yard and garden. First, I must admit 
to a couple of renovation projects that 
threw out old materials and brought 
in new, but even permaculture starts 
out with new inputs as the design is 
going in. And I did my best to repur-
pose the old stuff that was still intact.

Planks, for instance. Together with 
leftover cinder blocks, I made waist-
high shelves in my garage, so the next 
flood that comes through won’t soak 
half my storage boxes, as the 2005 
flood did. In 2011, Hurricane Irene 
washed away the footbridge over the 
backyard stream. A plank and a few 
cinder blocks provided a new bridge 
for several years. It was a lot lower than 
the old bridge, so it fell apart whenever 
a heavy rain raised the water level, but I just put 
on my hip boots and waded down the stream till 
I found the plank stranded behind the neighbor-
ing property. It was fun to have a reason to walk 
in the water, and then I got to tinker with blocks 
and stones until I managed to rebalance the plank. 
(This bridge, by the way, was inspired by one I saw 
at Matt Bua’s “b-home” in Catskill. Talk about re-
purposing! See http://bhomepark.blogspot.com/.)

Another product of renovation was an abun-
dance of flat stones that had been supporting the 
cement front steps, which were replaced with 
wood stairs. The stones were great for outlin-
ing the gardens after they were trampled during 
construction. I also used stones to create a path 
through the new wildflower planting that re-
placed a devastated section of lawn. Working with 
stone, by the way, is a great pleasure and a creative 

outlet, as you match up pieces, each one unique, 
and play with their placement.

Although I don’ t have the ponds and 
fruit trees that permaculture requires, I do make 

an effort to cycle nature’s creations 
through the property. When I mow 
the lawn, I leave most of the clippings 
in place so they will nourish the grass 
without additional fertilizers. After 
the clippings have dried out, and 
before they have broken down into 
the earth, I collect a couple buckets 
full and throw them on the compost 
pile so the summer greens will be 
balanced by some dried brown stuff. 
Or I use dried grass to mulch around 
the vegetables.

Two years ago, I bought eight bags 
of compost and topsoil to start new 
gardens after the renovation al-
tered the landscape. When the plas-
tic bags were empty, I couldn’t get 
them clean enough to recycle, and I 
couldn’t bring myself to throw them 
away. Last year, I went to my local 
stoneyard, which also sells garden 
dirt, and filled the bags from their 
mountain of compost. It was an easy 
way to transport the compost and a 
lot cheaper than having a truck de-
liver way more than I needed.

The bags came in handy again 
when I replaced the rotting shingles 
along the ridgeline of my roof. The 
hard part was lugging the new shin-
gles up to the roof. After I cut them 
and dragged them around through 
the yard in plastic bins, a friend 
loaded the bags with small batches 
of shingles and reached them up to 
me on the ladder.

When I moved into my house 
in 2003, the previous owner had 
planted two small evergreens over 
the graves of his dogs. He protected 
the baby trees with circles of metal 
fencing, which eventually began to 
choke the growing trees. Last year, 
I removed the fencing and let the 
meadow hide the two rings as I con-
sidered what to do with them. One 
found a role as a cucumber trellis, 
and this spring, I used the other to 
contain a new compost pile.

Speaking of trellises, I have never 
bought one. I lead my beans to the uprights of my 
deck railing by means of downed branches col-
lected in the woods at the edge of the property. I 
enjoy spending half an hour hunting for branches 
of the right size, and then sticking them into the 

V I O L E T  S N O W 

Stones that had supported the author’s  porch, now used to create a footpath.
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ground and tying the tops to the deck posts. At the 
end of the summer, I toss the beanpoles back into 
the woods. 

When gardening, I do my best to make use of 
the weeds, especially in spring. Young dandelion 
greens can be cooked and eaten with an oil-vin-
egar-tamari dressing. Garlic mustard, creeping 
cinquefoil, self-heal, and sheep sorrel are superb 
in salads or pesto. Fresh tansy repels ants from 
the kitchen, although the plant is toxic to pets and 
has to be replaced once a week to continue work-
ing. It seems to discourage mice as well, although 
I haven’t experimented sufficiently to say for sure.

I have yet to find a use for the dried stalks of 
mint, bee balm, mugwort, and goldenrod that I 
cut down each spring. If you can think of some-
thing, let me know. That pile of stalks, compressed 
year by year but still slowly growing, brings me to 
a potential problem with the perma-yard. Since 
you are going to be saving items until you find a 
use for them, there is a danger that your property 
will come to resemble a junkyard. Mine is doing 
okay for now, since I squirrel some stuff away in 
the garage or crawlspace, and I keep the stones 
and stalks to the margins of the yard, where they 
are at least partly concealed by vegetation. If you 
find yourself overwhelmed by storage, keep in 
mind that stuff in decent shape can often be given 
away. Whether it’s through Facebook Marketplace 
or by setting items at the end of the driveway with 
a “Free” sign, you may be able to avoid contribut-
ing to our overstuffed landfills.++  


