
 
 “The home gardener is part scientist, part artist, part philosopher, part plowman.  

He modifies the climate around his home.”  
- John R. Whiting 

 
SOOOOOO TRUE!         BE A MODIFIER! 

 
 

 
Welcome to the continuing world of climate 
weirdness!  Our Hugelkulture  (HK) workshop participants 
were putting the final leaves of hay on to our new HK beds just as 
the flakes began to fall for the 2011freaky Halloween snowstorm.  
We ended up with 18” of snow, could barely see the new beds, and 
were dreading the winter…   Amazingly that was the last we have 
seen of significant snow. Last year was incredibly warm and 
exceedingly wet – over 15” more water in my back fields than the 
year before.  Water, water everywhere and nowhere to send it.   
 
Then we turn the corner and enter 2012 – and the water from the 
skies stops.  No (or almost no) snow, very warm and open weather 
and precipitation levels 5” below normal (as of the end of March) 
with not much rain in the long range forecast.  It sure made for 
easy travel and less work moving snow!   
 
The temps have been all over the thermometer and concerns have 
started to creep in…unprotected perennials, trees, bulbs, not much 
at all in the way of precipitation, the potential for insect and 
disease pressure…knowing there is nothing I can do about the 
larger weather picture doesn’t help much. 
 
Lots of food for thought… Climate change or climate cycle?  Man 
made or long term natural climate waves?  Here’s my read on it. 

 
 
It  doesn’t matter!  How’s that for a non-left/non-right answer – 
and so totally not politically correct!   
Here’s what fascinates me – what can I do (not who can I blame) – 
as a gardener, horticulturist, landscape specialist  - and member of 
the human race (on most days anyways!) to design, build and 
maintain gardens and landscapes that can buffer garden life and 
thereby allow garden life to survive these crazy swings?   
 
That’s the challenge that I see in the future – the addition of 
buffering design concepts to help stabilize managed landscapes 
of all kinds and sizes –from post card front yards in urban centers, 
to suburban/rural yards and gardens to integrated, ecologically run 
farms from 2 – 2000 + acres.   

 
There are people throughout the world doing 
exactly this…right now…What a thought!  If 
you’re curious check out Sepp Holzer and his 
farm/landscape - the Krameterhof -  5000’ above 
sea level in the Austrian Alps.  It will stun you!  
You might also look into C. Colston Burrell – a 
very interesting designer who uses all kinds of 
plants – natives and non invasive introductions to 

create gardens that really support a whole web of essential insects 
and birds – critical to pest control of all kinds.   
In between these two extremes – whatever pleases you and 
stabilizes the local ecology.  That’s a goal to aspire to! 

 

 

 



 
Woody End Farm:  Bio-nutrient dense growing beds, Khaki 
Campbell Ducks and Altomar Goats 
My sister and I have been going through the exact process 
mentioned above with our own property. How could we stabilize 
the farm – an old, central upland farm with worn out clay soils and 
what could we do with the resources we did have.   
 
The weird thing is that the property we live on has always been 
called The Whitney Homestead and that was hanging us up.  So – 
we changed the name to Woody End Farm – such a simple thing 
– and our thinking freed up.  Sometimes just changing the frame of 
a problem can actually change the potential for solutions – if you 
get hung up – change the name of the problem.  What part of your 
gardening life needs a name change?    
 
As you know from last year, our slug problem finally drove us to 

try ducks as a solution.  The ducks have 
brought more humor, life, and enjoyment to 
us, and the people who drive by the farm, 
than we would ever have imagined.  
 
They actually did what they were bought for 
and kept the slugs and bugs under control 
beautifully last year.  They climbed up into 

the HK beds, slid through the potatoes and ate all of the potato 
beetles and did the same to the squash beetles further down the bed 
– and left the plants completely alone.  They also provided 
fantastically healthy eggs (deep orange yolks).  What more could 
we ask for?  
 
Our goat herd (Altomar Nigerian Dwarf Goats) is also doing 
nicely despite some rough times last year.  We almost lost two 
does, but they showed their strong will and survived. One is even 
still producing milk, much to Margherita’s disgust since Emma 
won’t allow anyone but me to milk her. Nigerian milk is incredibly  

 
tasty and makes excellent cheese.  I highly recommend these goats 
for brush control in awkward areas – think old stone walls and 
overgrown fields.  They’re also friendly and easy to 
handle.  Like the ducks – they can provide food  in the 
form of milk (or meat).  Little ones are due again this 
year. We can walk you through how to use them for 
brush control – buy or lease a brush clearing crew!  
Come and visit – you can see them from the road.   
 

 
 
And then there are the Hugelkulture beds, mineral dense beds and 
other experiments on those buffering design concepts….wouldn’t 
want to be bored!   
 
You really can be part of the solution – at least the 
solution that includes your own piece of the world. It’s 
easy if you have your own home but this is true even if you’re 
renting, only have a deck, a balcony, a roof or even a wall (living 
walls and roofs are working), work at a school, hospital, nursing 
home – even a big office complex. The green world is coming 
back in to vogue – and none to soon at that!  If everyone took a 

 
"No serious investigation into nutrition can be made without a 
thorough knowledge of the principles of soil health and its 
relationship to the food produced. Yet not one in a thousand 
nutritionists or dieticians (never mind the doctors!! – my 
comment!!)  has ever studied the soil and plant relationship. Much 
of what we understand as the modern basis of good soil health and 
nutrition came from the great soil research pioneer, William 
Albrecht, Ph.D., of the University of Missouri, who published his 
work between 1940 and 1960.” 

 Dr Bernard Jenson and Mark Anderson,  
Empty Harvest (Get the book.) 

 

 

 



piece of the land that needed tending and actually tended to 
it….those pieces might begin to connect in larger and larger pieces.  
Soon there would be biological corridors that would run through 
communities.  Who knows where this could end?  Should we try 
and find out??? 
 
I have a couple of questions for you – real basic 
questions that will take you on a walk down memory 
lane!  No – I’m not asking about your first garden – although 
that’s a good memory – I’m looking further back than that!  See 
how well you do   Here we go… 
 
How many of you remember those long ago days of high school 
biology? Does the following formula mean anything to you? 

 
CO2 + H2O >in the presence of chlorophyll and sunlight> = 

C6H12O6 and O2 
 

Any idea why this simple formula is essential to your life? 
Can’t remember? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is the basic formula (extremely simplified!!!) for 
photosynthesis.  This process captures the sun’s energy by 
converting carbon dioxide and water into sugars and oxygen 

through the agency of a growing plant.  This not only allows you 
and me (and every other animal on the planet) to breathe but it also 
allows that same group to eat.  Photosynthesis even provided for 
the energy that we pull out of the ground in the form of oil, natural 
gas and coal.  Pretty cool – and totally underrated    It really is 
time for plants to be back in to style. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Basic photosynthesis is just the start though.  Once you get the 
basics down – take a look at your soil quality and look at what 
plants can really do.  I spent part of the winter at a soils workshop 
with John Kempf, and I’ve added some of his most fascinating 
information below for those of you who want to know what the 
real potential is for your plants.  Take a read and see what you 
think.  Under each stage you’ll find the basic plant improvements 
that are accomplished with each stage.  I’ve included John’s web 
contact information where you can find this in an actual graphic 
pyramid – beyond my tech skills I’m afraid  
 

Plant metabolite pyramid -  John Kempf  
Advancing Eco-Agriculture 

www.growbetterfood.com            
 
As soils and crops transition from commercial to biological 
production practices, crops seem to progress through several stages  
of overall health.  These stages of plant health tend to overlap and 
blend together in the field rather than being sharply defined. 
 

 

 



Phase I 
In this foundational phase of plant growth and 
health, a plant’s needs for adequate sunlight, air, 
water, and minerals are all being met; an efficient 
photosynthetic process is absorbing carbon dioxide 
from the air, water from the soil, and with the energy 
input from the sun, begins producing plant sugars 
and carbohydrates.  
 

Production of complete carbohydrates  
resistant to soil-borne pathogens, ie:  
Fusarium, Verticillium, Alternaria 

 
Phase II 

As photosynthetic energy increases, plants begin to 
transfer greater quantities of sugars to the root 
system and the microbial community in the rhizosphere. This 
increase in energy and food source for the soil microbes stimulates 
the microbes to mineralize and release minerals and trace minerals 
from the soil matrix, and provide them in a plant available form.  
This greatly enhances the access the plant has to the soil colloid 
and its mineral reserves.  
 

Production of complete proteins resistant to larval insects ie:  
Corn earworm, Cabbage looper, Leaf miner 

 
 

Phase III 
As photosynthetic energy and efficiency increases, plants develop 
a surplus of energy beyond that needed for basic growth and 
reproduction. Initially, large quantities of this surplus energy, in 
the form of sugars, are translocated to the root system, as high as 
70% of the total sugar production. Later, the plant begins to store 
this surplus energy in the form of lipids – plant fats – in both 
vegetative and reproduction tissue. In vegetative tissue, these fats 
are primarily in the form of omega 3s, whereas omega 6s and 9s 
are mostly found in the storage organs or the fruit.  

 
     Plants always maintain a minimum baseline of lipid 
levels since they need these compounds to help form the 
phospholipid cell membranes. As energy and lipid levels 
increase, this cell membrane becomes much stronger and 
more resilient enabling it to better resist fungal 
pathogens. It appears as though once plants achieve 
higher lipid levels and stronger cell membranes, they 
become more resistant to the airborne fungal pathogens 
such as downy and powdery mildew, late blight and 
others, as well as some bacterial invaders, notably fire 
blight, scab, rust, bacterial speck, bacterial spot, and 
others.  
 
     It should be noted that plants must have a 
functional digestive system (the microbial community 

in the rhizosphere) before they will develop to this stage of 
plant health, otherwise, they will lack the energy needed to 
develop higher levels of lipids.  
 

Production of complete lipids, resistant to air-borne pathogens ie:  
Downy mildew, Powdery mildew, Fire blight, Late blight 

 
 

Phase IV 
The elevated lipid levels developed in Phase III are then used to 
build complex plant protective compounds called plant secondary 
metabolites. The plant builds these plant secondary metabolites 
(PSM), and essential oils, to protect itself from would-be parasites,  
 

 

 



UV radiation, overgrazing by insects and herbivores. Many of  
these compounds, which include terpenoids, bioflavonoids, 
carotenoids, tannins, and many others, contain anti-fungal and anti-
bacterial properties, as well as digestion (enzyme) inhibitors.  
 

Production of complete phytoalexins  resistant to beetles ie:  
Potato beetle, Cucumber beetle, Japanese beetle 

                                               
                                               
                                               
                          
 
 
 
 

So what did you think?  It does take a bit of work to develop 
the soil and soil system to the point that the plants can actually 
reach phases 3 and 4 and you may not think that it’s worth it.  It 
just might be though.   
 
❀  Most of our standard plant care practices reach stage 1 and 
 sometimes stage 2.  You’ll notice that that leaves a lot of pests 
 and other challenges not accounted for. That’s one of the 
 major reasons that there’s such a huge drive to use so many 
 pesticides in conventional yard and garden care –and that’s 
 not good for the planet, your kids and pets and definitely not 
 for your bank account.   
 
❀   “Your food is only as good as the ground it is grown in. 
 Soil that is denuded and has little or no mineral or vitamin 
 content produces food that might fill our bellies, but leaves 
 our bodies craving the bionutrients it needs to build healthy 
 and happy lives. Only soil that is vital can produce food that 
 is vital, providing you with what your body needs for health 
 and well-being.”  This quote is from the Real Food Campaign 
 website –couldn’t say it better myself!. I’ve actually tasted 

 foods grown on intensively alive soils – and 7 years later – I 
 can still pull that memory back to my tongue.  Those are taste 
 buds with a real memory!  It also points out what’s missing  
 and that our biological systems (taste buds) are actually 
 supposed to pick up on these details. 
❀  And here’s one more thing to think about.  The more complex 
 the soil system is, the healthier the rhizosphere becomes, the 
 more resilient the plant becomes to ALL environmental  
 challenges – back to managing climate weirdness.  It’s 
 another arrow in the quiver for the hunter of buffering design 
 concepts. 

 
The mineral and nutrient value of soils for flower production (think 
intense color and fragrance), food quality and the health of the 
environment are critically important and of increasing interest.  
Flower and food garden designs need to change to reflect 
climate conditions and provide for micro-climate buffering. 

 

 
 

As I look forward to the 2012 garden season I realize 
there are two big reasons I work with people and their gardens… 
 
❀  It’s where the action is – the front line, in many ways, in 
 the fight to regain garden, biological and ecological 
 integrity.   
❀  There is fantastic color, life of all kinds and a unique  
 character to every garden – no cookie cutters here!  

  



 
Let’s see if together we can make your goals a reality.  Give me a 
call at 978-874-1373 if you like to create a custom program for you 
and your gardens or email altobelliml260@comcast.net for more 
information. You control the complexity of the plan, but we can 
help with some or all of the work.   One caution – the days are very 
busy – it may take a few days to get a response! 
 
❀  Garden Coaching – All of the jobs below can be daunting, but 
 it’s really fun to learn how to do it all – and then you can hire 
 qualified people to do what you don’t want to do!  Arrange for 
 one-on-one training or get a gardening group together and 
 everyone can learn at the same time!  You can choose monthly, 
 bi-monthly or seasonally – whatever works best for your 
 learning style and gardening needs. 
❀  Design – A well designed garden is a pleasure to be in–it suits 
 the people that it’s designed for.  Be comfortable in your own 
 yard! 
❀  Soil Development and planting – This is the backbone of a 
 healthy garden and my favorite part of the job.  Good design 
 selects the plants, but top quality soil development and planting 
 ensures success – plants that glow with health – and you really 
 can see the difference.  Get a soil test done. Use mineral and 
 organic based products for the best long-term results.  
❀  Aesthetic and natural pruning – Many people think that 
 pruning shrubs is the equivalent of mowing the grass – only 
 taller – they essentially mow the shrubs in August when the 
 grass has stopped growing!  Be the exception – learn how to 
 read your trees and shrubs and bring out their visual best. Each 
 tree or shrub has a particular “essence” - a combination of 
 specie, variety, growing conditions and garden location.  It’s a 
 joy to bring out their beauty! 
❀  Garden maintenance – This includes the essential jobs of 
 mulching, fertilizing, weeding, staking and deadheading, 

 garden clean down and seasonal reassessment.  All of this 
 keeps the gardens ready for production and pleasure. 
Check out this year’s plant list!  Veggies are 
HOT!  Local Food is hot!  And then there’s the 
color… 
Most of you know that I grow plants along with everything else.  
You might have noticed that I find the plant world a really 
fascinating place!  This leads to an eclectic plant list – developed 
from on-site client needs, farm needs, and farmer’s market needs – 
there are over 400 plants listed!   
 
I’m putting the entire list on the Greenery in Motion website, 
www.greeneryinmotion.com, for anyone who’s interested.  
That way you can down load the list and sort the list however 
works for you.  If you have ordered from me in the past, I will 
attach a copy of the list to this newsletter.  I’m hoping this helps 
everyone! 

 
Pick up of orders will be on Saturday, May 26,  
9:00—3:00, Sunday, May 27, 12:00-3:00 or by  
special arrangement.  

 
 
Find Me at the Westminster Farmer’s Market:    
I’m having great fun at Westminster’s Farmer’s Market.  I love 
talking plants with people and everyone has questions! I’ll be there 
again this year and it would be great to see you! Academy Hill, 
Westminster, Friday from 3:00-6:30 pm.  This is also the place to 
come and check out some of those plants you’re not sure about on 
the list.  Most of them will show up at the market.  After all – what 
would any sane person do with over 40 variety of tomatoes and 30 
varieties of peppers!   Never mind the 12 
kinds of Basil. Turns out they’re 
popular… come and find out why. 

 

 


