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The Heathers in Fort Tryon Park are the first to be “sheared” by
the Northeast Heather Society members each year. It is always an
exciting time to catch-up with old friends, wake up the heathers
after a long winter’s nap, tiptoe over the crocus and hyacinths and
thrill to the sound of the Pipes and Drums as they lead the parade
around the park. This year was especially rewarding as we found
the heather in fairly good shape with very little winter damage.
Using our battery powered hedge trimmers, we made short work of
cleaning up the heathers.
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Jennifer M. Hoppa, ED, Fort Tryon Park Trust leads the parade
The Shearing of the Heather was followed by the Heather Propagation Workshop run by Bill Dowley. At
times the lines were four deep as visitors to the table waited their turn to prepare cuttings and stick them
in Bill’s miracle soil. They placed their pot in a plastic bag with instructions to water well, seal up the bag
and place in an area out of direct sun light and high heat. Some also took home a free, small heather
plant. Good Luck to all new heather propagators.

1

Folks You Meet at The Fells

by Mary Matwey

It’s amazing how small our world is getting to be. The chances of running into people who lived and worked
in your hometown or pass thru on a regular basis while trimming heathers in a remote garden, 270 miles
away from Binghamton, NY is unbelievable. And yet it happens so often on our heather trimming excursions, it shouldn’t surprise me anymore. As Pete and I trimmed the heather in The Fells rock garden, a
friendly couple stopped by to chat and we soon learned that the husband had worked many years for a
Binghamton manufacturing company in the paper development division. From there they moved to Florida
and only recently retired and moved to Newbury NH, home of The Fells. They had read about the annual
trimming of heather at The Fells in their local paper and not knowing anything about heather, they came
to see what it was all about. I hope they will visit the garden again and get to see the heather in bloom
rather than recovering from a trimming. While we waited for Donald Mackay and Elaine, the rest of the
NEHS trimming team, The Fells Education Director, Brick Moltz, stopped by to see if we needed anything.
While chatting I found out he is a Pennsylvania native and travels through Binghamton on his visits to
home. I immediately invited him to stop and visit Cutler Botanic Garden which is directly off Exit 5 on I81S
the next time he comes our way.
A very interesting start to the heather trimming task. The
heather in the Rock Garden are all singular plantings
tucked between rocks and along the paths. Amazingly,
without any covering of boughs or leaves there was not a
single plant showing the stresses of winter. The heathers
on the knoll seemed to be in fairly good shape also when
compared to the excessive die back of the plants at last
year’s trimming. Many of the plants that were severely
cut back last year showed a good deal of spent flower
stems which means that they recovered well and put on
a good show of color last summer and fall. This year’s
flower display should be another beautiful sight to behold. If anyone gets the opportunity to visit The Fells
Heather Bed take lots of pictures and send one to me for
the NEHS library.
( mmatwey@stny.rr.com )

Heritage Museum and Gardens Heather Bed
by Mary Matwey
The weather wasn’t anything to brag about with overcast skies and a
forecast of rain by noon. Needless to say my husband, Pete, and I
wasted no time in raking out the winter debris from around and under the heather. Our 2 battery powered hedge trimmers made short
work of trimming up the heather. The Ericas were a little beyond
prime so we gave them only a light haircut. I wish I could say that
we had help from local NEHS members but that was not the case. We
are all getting older and the 5 ½ hour trip from Binghamton, NY to
Sandwich, MA may become more than we old folk can handle. Unless
some members pick up the heather trimming gauntlet at Heritage,
NEHS may have to take Heritage off the NEHS Heather Garden support list.
The high point of the trip to Sandwich MA was a short stop in Danielson, CT to visit
with Judy Doyle whose husband Ralph passed away last year. She is doing well and welcomed us with hugs
and smiles as I passed on all the good wishes from her NEHS friends.
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WELCOME
On behalf of the Northeast Heather Society, WELCOME to all the new members of the NEHS. Many of the
new members joined during the Heather Propagation Workshop that was held at Fort Tryon this year on
April 8 in Manhattan, NY. Bill Dowley’s willingness to share his knowledge on heather propagation and his
charming personality was the magnet that drew them in. Plus the friendliness of the NEHS trimming crew
who stopped work often to answer questions or just to chat invited them to become part of our great group
of “heather” people. Having become a member of the NEHS you will receive this hard-copy newsletter and
the biggest plus of all is the opportunity to join us as a member when we trim the heathers at Fort Tryon
next year. The NEHS has a great open-to-all website and just recently we have a Face Book site. I hope
the new members from Manhattan walk through the park often and as the seasons progress, enjoy the color
of the heather flower and foliage. Photos of Fort Tryon Heathers in bloom are most welcome. Please email
to: mmatwey@stny.rr.com
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A Few Lessons From The Heather Garden

by Frank Kirk

Last year three Calluna vulgaris ‘Firefly’ were planted in the same area that three had perished the year
before. They too, did not survive. Six plants from two different sources planted by two different master
gardeners and all died. Of course we decided it had to be the garden. On a lark, we had the master gardener interns at Cutler do pH testing with us throughout the garden. Surprisingly, the pH was consistently
7.8 to 8.0. This was confirmed with a soil sample sent to Cornell University. The soil sample also confirmed adequate organic matter and ample phosphorus in the soil.
The cause of the high pH will probably always be unknown. Perhaps the garden is sitting on a lime stone
bed. We also tested the ‘builders’ sand we had been generously adding to the soil when planting. It had a
pH of 7.8 to 8.0. pH testing also showed that play sand and contractors sand had pH’s in the 7.6 to 7.8
range. Through discussions with the soil experts at Cornell, we also found that little of the soil phosphorus
and iron are available to the plants at a high pH. All the phosphorus is bound in insoluble compounds at a
pH above 7.5. No available phosphorus, no root growth. No root growth, no plant growth. Iron has a limited availability to the plants at a pH above 6 to 6.5 and all Ericacea plants need extra iron for optimal
growth.
Other than plowing the garden under and staring over, we investigated several options for treating the soil
and the pH issues.
Last fall we added elemental sulfur throughout the garden. We won’t know the results of the treatment
until this fall as elemental sulfur takes warm soil and active bacteria to change it into sulfuric acid, which
slowly acidifies the soil. We chose this over aluminum sulfate, which quickly lowers the pH but potentially
poisons the soil with aluminum, which can be toxic to plant roots.
When we added new plants to the garden late last summer, we removed the soil in an area about a foot
deep and wide enough to fit three small plants. We replaced the soil with a mixture of garden soil, peat
moss, Hollytone and pool filter sand, which has a
pH of 6.8. The overall pH of the mixture was
around 6. to 6.5. We continued to use the same
mixture when we planted both heaths and heathers this season.
As for the phosphorus issue, the soil consultant
from Cornell recommended no more ground fertilizer. Their recommendation was to use a foliar fertilizer with soluble iron and phosphorus. After
checking with the local nurseries, we decided on
Jack’s Petunia Fertilizer. It has the soluble iron
and phosphorus the plants need and works well as
a foliar fertilizer. Recommendations were to spray
once a week until mid July as the plants absorb
only a small amount at time through the foliage.
Results? Three new Calluna vulgaris ‘Firefly’
planted in the same place last fall are thriving, as
are all the newly planted heaths and heathers. The
more established plants are also showing significant new growth. Even better, we get many compliments on how great the garden looks this year.

DON’T BE PRUNED! WE WOULD MISS YOU!
Check the expiration date on the address page of this newsletter. Send your renewal to:
Treasurer Peter Matwey
7 Heights Court
Binghamton, NY 13905

4

Ominous News from Overseas – (Revised slightly) by Donald Mackay
Owing to the computer-literate members of my household I was able to obtain via the Internet the latest
communication from The Heather Society, entitled The Heather Society Newsletter, Spring 2017. Apparently this Newsletter is to be the replacement for the quarterly Bulletin so ably edited and largely written
by Daphne Everett over many years.
The new Newsletter is edited by Samantha Barnes, but a large part is written by David Edge, Chairman of
THS. What he has to say makes disturbing news.
“Like many plant societies, THS is affected by declining interest and membership. I learned THS had gone
from a membership of 1500 down to perhaps only 150 at this moment. The Society, a UK Registered Charity, remains in very healthy financial shape, and that is not the concern. As we all know too well, the main
problem is the failure to attract a younger membership to offset the inevitable losses to membership due
to death, retirement and relocation. Add to this the wear-out factor when the business of the Society has
had to depend increasingly on a decreasing body of dedicated members.”
Not all plant societies seem to be suffering. Those for Day Lilies, Hostas, Roses seem to be thriving and we
should wonder why. These particular flower groups are very active in hybridizing and propagating, and
there seem to be financial incentives for members to participate in these activities. The great interest
shown by the general public at Fort Tryon, NYC, in Bill Dowley’s propagation workshops may be an indication of a membership recruitment opportunity that we should follow. Maybe there is a way here to stem
the loss of membership that both NAHS and NEHS are experiencing.
David Edge has made a careful analysis of the problem and concludes that electronic publishing, instead of
helping, may be to blame. Though possibly just a restatement of the age problem, most THS members
seem to want hard copies of the society’s publications, and increasingly are not interested in use of email
and computer manipulation.
David lists certain ‘facts’, here somewhat condensed:
There is minimal interest in joining societies, and even less in ‘active’ participation.
Efforts to increase income result in a reduction in membership.
Use of electronic bulletins has had limited success, with many members failing to provide email addresses
or to access the bulletins.
Many members prefer to receive hard copies of bulletins.
With members not receiving bulletins online, or a yearbook in future, or attending conferences, they are
getting little or no benefit from membership.
He quotes from his church flier…If we are going to do what we have always done then we shall get what
we have always got – and that means a gently declining church.
He points out that this year’s conference in Somerset may offer the last chance for an AGM quorum to consider options for the future, including closing the society. This drastic action is being considered in spite
of a very strong financial balance. This ultimately will have to be used for charitable purposes, which may
or may not be used under the aegis of a new heather club formed from the ashes of The Heather Society.
With the notable exception of HERE, the parallels to the conditions of Heather Societies in this country are
obvious, and made all the more striking when the financial strength of THS is contemplated.
But we should not despair. Get a friend or family member to join NAHS or NEHS. Show up for a pruning
work party at some heather garden, like Fort Tryon, The Fells or Lasdon Park, which NEHS supports in the
east. Or best of all get together with friends or local members to organize a Summer Conference, or a
propagation workshop.
The skies are full of storm clouds, but there’s always a bright patch to be found if we look hard enough.
Let’s hope that David Edge is only giving a dose of reality in order to put a little scare and resolve into his
membership.
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Mist Propagation

by Mary Matwey

Knowing that I’m a sucker for new, old, weird or guaranteed to succeed methods of propagating everything, a friend gave me a copy of Horticulture magazine, December 1988. That’s 29 years ago. She was
culling out her stack of ‘Never Throw Aways’. The article she directed me to was titled “Backyard Mist
Propagation” by W.G. Mitchell who at the time was a retired communications specialist with the Agricultural Extension Service in Villa Rica, Georgia. Mr. Mitchell recommends the misting system which he designed to be located in full sun, essential for fast rooting and run 24/7. He had built his first misting system
30 years prior to this article so with that much experience I felt he knew what he was talking about. His
instructions were very clear and anyone with a little wood construction savvy could easily build the propagation table. Building the mist nozzle was a little more complicated and required skills and tools not commonly owned by the average gardener.
Mr. Mitchell’s Misting system:
This consisted of a galvanized pipe cap with a 1/64th inch hole drilled in the center of the cap. The
cap would be threaded onto a garden hose which would be anchored to a vertical, wood support in the center of the table.
Next the instructions called for a heavy copper wire to be soldered on one side of the cap and be
long enough such that it could be bent into a loop ½ inch above the hole.
A penny would then be soldered to the underside of the wire loop to act as a target for the water
from the hole in the pipe cap.
Sounds pretty simple. Right? Wrong!
The 1/64th inch hole called for in Step 1 is impossible to make unless you have a very special drill with a
very special chuck that will hold a drill bit as small as 1/64th inch. If you don’t believe me find a ruler
which will measure in 1/64th inch increments. The standard measuring ruler or tape will usually measure in
1/32nd inch where 4/32nd inch = 1/8th inch. Sorry to get so technical here but it is the only way to demonstrate the difficulty of following Step 1 instructions which is the key to making this mist propagation system
work. If you could find a machine shop with the tool to make that 1/64th inch hole you are in luck. If not,
you do the next best thing and that is to drill a 1/32nd inch hole with a Dremel ™ in a cheap plastic hose
cap and play around with coming up with a target piece to turn the stream of water coming through the
hole into a mist. No matter how many target pieces (penny or otherwise) we tried and varied distances
from the cap, we could not get a reliable mist. We came to the conclusion that the hole in the cap was
too large. I’m sure Mr. Mitchell went through all the frustration we experienced and then finally realized
that the only thing to do was to start with that tiny hole (1/64th inch) in the cap. Had we been able to follow his instructions in Step 1, I have no doubt that I would be singing praises to his name.
Having built the propagation table with the confidence that we could get a workable misting system, I was
determined, to the exasperation of my wonderfully talented husband not to let him give up. Several years
ago when we built a lean-to greenhouse on the garage, we also installed a misting system using fogging
nozzles so I could propagate plants. The misting system worked but the area was too small and it developed into a sauna. My packrat husband of course did not discard any of the components to the system and
with a smile on his face he produced a fog nozzle and said, “Let’s try one of these”. We finally had a mister and didn’t waste a penny.
Pete used PVC pipe to create a configuration that would contain a fog nozzle for each of the 4 quadrants of
the propagation table. We had the propagation table and a reliable misting system but there were still issues with our design to be addressed. See photo (it’s not pretty). The first problem was the wind which
tended to blow the mist away and that was solved by wrapping plastic around the table high enough to
contain the spray. Another problem was the amount of water that the system wastes because I chose to
put each cutting in its own container which left space for the water to drip out to the ground. Mr. Mitchell
had recommended filling each quadrant with the growing mixture which probably would have absorb more
of the mist. But based on expert advice and using my own experience, the individual containers with
rooted cuttings can be removed from the propagation area without any stress to their root system. I found
a big piece of plastic and fashioned it into a pond liner on the ground under the table and attached it to
the legs of the frame. This waste water is pumped out and used to water plants in the garden. Hopefully a
better solution to minimize the amount of water lost is to install fog nozzles that emit a smaller amount of
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Mist Propagation Continued from page 6
water but still have the same coverage. A
timer with the capability of selecting an on/
off misting cycle throughout the day will also
help to alleviate the excessive water usage.
Hopefully in 4-6 weeks I might have roots and
can shut down the system.
Mr. Mitchell’s article recommended semi
woody plants to take cuttings from as the
type of plants that root well in this environment. I’ve selected Clematis, Roses, Vaccinium, Wisteria, Daphne, Euphorbia and of
course Heather for my first attempt.
Wish me luck.

Northeast Heather Society Facebook Page
We’ve just created a facebook page for the Northeast Heather Society. It’s an easy, fun way to ask
questions and post photos and/or comments about anything having to do with heather.
If you are not on facebook, it’s easy to join and FREE. Simply google ‘facebook’ or log-in to
https://www.facebook.com. You’ll need to enter your first and last name, email address, a password,
date of birth and gender. Then click ‘Create Account’. That’s it! To see the NEHS page enter
‘Northeast Heather Society’ in the search box.
Once you’re on the NEHS facebook page you can:
 Share photos of your favorite heaths or heathers
 Share your methods for planting, pruning, and protecting heather
 Ask questions
While you’re on the page be sure to ‘Like’ us. Invite your friends and family to view the page and Like
us as well!!!
We hope to see your comments and photos soon!
President’s Thoughts

by Bill Dowley

As I write this letter on the first day of summer, the weather in Southern Delaware has turned towards the
hot (90 F) side. Being 400 miles south of where I cut my teeth on heather propagation, there are a lot of
things I need to adjust to. As I had been warned by Paul and Jane Murphy, the hot summer sun can really
cause problems with Callunas. This is the 3rd summer for us in Delaware and I am still baffled by why
some Calluna plants are doing extremely well in the 800 sq. ft. heather bed we created and others are not.
On the flip side, most of our Erica Carnea and Erica x darleyensis plants are doing fabulously well.
Delving further, I have found that many of our yellow foliage Callunas are handling the weather / soil much
better. Added to the dilemma is the planting over the past year of about 10 -12 green leaf foliage plants
which I kept in their containers and just sunk the containers ground level thinking I will move them latter.
These are all doing well. Therefore, is my problem more of a soil chemistry problem vs. weather? If I only
knew a PhD Chemist from Yale who could enlighten me on the subject. Clearly those of you in the Snow
Belt ( you know who you are) have it so much easier with your heather plants!
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HEATHER NOTES, all rights reserved, is published quarterly by the Northeast Heather Society (NEHS), a tax-exempt organization and a chapter
of the North American Heather Society (NAHS).
The purpose of the Northeast Heather Society is to foster interest in growing heathers (Calluna, Erica, Daboecia, Cassiope, Phyllodoce and
Andromeda) in northeastern North America, by serving as a conduit of educational information for both the experienced and the novice gardener.
MEMBERSHIP in the Northeast Heather Society is open to anyone who pays dues to this chapter. Membership benefits include: a subscription to
this quarterly newsletter, participation in chapter meetings and elections, borrowing privileges for slide/power point presentations, and, most
valuable of all, contact with fellow heather gardeners who mostly live in or near your growing zone, all willing to share helpful advice and their
experiences. A family membership permits more than one family member to vote and participate in all NEHS activities for an additional $5 per
year fee above the annual dues. The family membership includes all household members residing at the same address and each member has one
vote. Each household will receive only one copy of Heather Notes.
Dues for an Individual: $15 a year; $28 for a two year membership; $40 for a three year membership
Dues for a Family
$20 a year; $33 for a two year membership; $45 for a three year membership
Remit payment to: Peter Matwey, Treasurer, 7 Heights Court, Binghamton, NY 13905
For digital presentations, contact Bill Dowley, Milton, DE. Tel. (603) 903-3017; wdowley@ne.rr.com
WEB INFORMATION: North American Heather Society website: www.northamericanheathersoc.org
NORTHEAST HEATHER SOCIETY website: www.northeastheathersociety.org
ADVERTISING: Quarter page ad: $35 per issue; $25 per issue if advertising in two or more consecutive issues.
Contact: Pat Hoffman (856) 467-4711; njgardener15@hotmail.com
BE A CONTRIBUTOR TO HEATHER NOTES:
Do you have a suggestion, a question, a story, an anecdote, a poem, or a photo to share? Contact the Content editor:
Mary Matwey, 7 Heights Court, Binghamton, NY 13905 (607) 723 1418
mmatwey@stny.rr.com
All material may be edited for clarity and length.
DEADLINES FOR EACH ISSUE:
March 20—June 20—September 20—December 20
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