Welcome Gardener Mary Lou Bierman!

Gardening makes me feel so happy and relaxed. I spend two to three hours every
morning in the garden— watering and closely examining and tending to the plants,
talking to them, and singing to them.

Mary Lou’s Home Gardens
Sally from the Norwalk Public Library: Hi Mary Lou! Thanks for joining
us on our Gardening Page! During these times of COVID, many people are
growing their own food. I hear all the time— even from many first-time
gardeners— how excited they are about planting seeds, and the joy they are
taking in watching their gardens grow. The photo album of our community’s
gardens on our Norwalk Public Library website keeps growing and growing,
and we are so thrilled for our gardeners!
THE SEED LIBRARY GARDENS ARE GROWING! PHOTO ALBUM!

I think you are fairly new to gardening—at least at the amazing level at
which you are gardening now—and I know you will bring inspiration and
hope to so many of our gardeners! That’s why you agreed to participate in
the Gardening Page, isn’t it? To bring hope?
Mary Lou: Yes! I remember when you first asked me to participate, I
explained that I was such a newbie, and that I thought you’d be better off
going with someone with a lot more experience. But when you expressed
how my own first-time experience—along with my results—would bring
people inspiration and hope, I said I like that! I love to bring hope!
Sally: First, share with us all of the gardens that you are growing; what they
produce (veggies, fruits, herbs, flowers, etc.); what types of gardens (raised
bed, in the ground, container gardens, etc.); and where on your property they
are located, and why (sunlight issues, etc.)!
Mary Lou: Last year, we installed a six foot fence around a side yard that
mostly receives sun all day (four of the five main beds are sunny, the other is
a bit shady).
The overall garden is about 43’ x 35’. There are two gates, and our office
door opens directly into the garden onto a small patio. I have a dining table
and three umbrellas so that we can have breakfast, lunch or dinner out there
in the shade.
Our son and his wife visit a few times a month to have lunch. We can remain
socially distanced during this pandemic on our patio, but can still be together

in the open air. It gives them a nice reprieve from city living. They love
dining in the garden. One side of the garden is bordered by wetlands, which
is lined by shagbark hickory trees that are about 40’ tall, and shade one side
of the garden for part of the day.
There are five raised beds.

Mary Lou’s five raised beds, and dog Linus

When we built our home over thirty years ago we installed an 8" high, 8' x
16' raised bed. Last year we added four (20" high 4'x 8') raised beds plus a 4'
x 4' bed that is 10" high, and two in-ground beds (one that is 4 x 8 that
contains our new hybrid raspberry canes, which I purchased; and one that is
4 x 4 (a strawberry bed whose plants were transplanted from our backyard).
I also created a circular bed that is about 3' in circumference and houses red
and green Chinese celery plants.
Along the garden perimeter— using the fence as a trellis— are 9 (30 gallon)
cloth container bags with sweet potatoes, tomatoes, watermelon, cucumber,
Jerusalem artichokes and fingerling potato plants.

In and around the beds, and on the patio, there are more containers; mostly
with a variety of tomato plants and herbs.
I started these gardens thinking that this year was simply experimental, and
will be a learning process. I didn’t really expect much produce. But, WOW!
I was more surprised than anyone by the productivity of this 'experiment'!
My plan was to mix the plants together instead of creating a bed for peppers
or tomatoes or root vegetables, etc. The old garden bed is primarily a mixed
perennial vegetable garden bed. Some of the plants are over twenty years
old, but still producing.
I have three huge chive plants, which I transplanted from my grandmother's
house some twenty years ago; asparagus, some of which were gifted to me
by a friend perhaps ten years ago; sorrel that I planted after I graduated from
The French Culinary Institute in the year 2000 in honor of Jacque Pepin who
taught us how to make French sorrel soup; lemon balm; spearmint (big
mistake!!); bronze fennel; Egyptian walking onions; arugula; silver kale; and
a wild raspberry bush that the birds (I suspect) planted for me!

In and around these, I planted annuals: ten plum tomato plants, two Sunray
tomato plants, two zucchinis (plagued by vine borers which I hand picked
out of the vines and dusted with diatomaceous earth powder), red and white
onions which I planted too deep so they were very small, but still tasty.

I also added two perennials: Italiko dandelion and French dandelion. They
have already supplied us with additions to our arugula, mizuna and raddichio
dinner salads!

Mary Lou’s army of plum tomatoes about to be frozen!
I also had two acorn squash plants which I could not save from the dreaded
vine borers so I had to harvest 4 grapefruit size squashes which seem to be
ripening off the vine anyway.
The other four new raised beds housed a mix of beets, carrots, Swiss chard,
various tomatoes, leeks, radicchio, mizuna, Italian eggplants, three varieties
of cabbage, and a type of Italian kale called Nero Di Toscana.

Small Crop of Beets
Watercolor by Mary Lou Bierman

The perimeter containers have a few tomatoes, but mostly sweet potatoes,
fingerling potatoes, leeks and Jerusalem artichokes. The patio containers
contain tomatoes, oregano, parsley and Agastache mint (non-invasive
variety). I also had parsley and Genoa and purple Basil that died from an
invasion of aphids that I didn't catch in time. Oh well.
Sally: Wow! That is amazing!
Speaking of aphids, I know you have experienced some serious pest issues
with some of your plantings. Please explain the process of discovering,
learning about, and remedying these issues.

The Issue of Pest Control!
Mary Lou: The first month back in May and June brought a new pest each
day. No joke! It was crazy. I almost gave up several times, but finally turned
to YouTube for some gardening advice.
Those experienced gardeners saved me! When I wasn't in the garden, I was
watching gardening shows that really helped me.
Apparently, it takes a few years to balance out a new garden. It seems that
pesty bugs find their way to the garden first, especially when the plants are
planted in new soil which has not yet been PH balanced. Plants need support
and the proper environment to fight off pests themselves. They want to.
They want to thrive and produce fruit and seeds.
Of course, as a new 'serious' gardener, I didn't know this. The great part
about planting a garden, and then reading and watching gardeners on the
internet, is that you can learn from experience. The learning becomes
ingrained in your memory via your hands and eyes and even your nose! It's
truly amazing.
It takes time for the beneficial insects and birds to find this new habitat of
yummy pesky bugs to eat. By the end of July, this is exactly what happened!
At first, I started using homemade insecticidal soap, peppermint oil,
diatomaceous earth powder, neem oil, and BT because my garden is organic.
I have never used any chemicals on our property.

But once the ladybugs appeared, and ants were crawling on the plants as
well as spiders, I realized the beneficial insects started to arrive.

I’ve stopped using anything except the BT, and then only on my cabbages.
This controls those lovely white cabbage butterflies— that lay black/brown
eggs that become green/yellow/black caterpillars that eat everything!— with
a black dot on their wings, fluttering around, usually two at a time. I’ve
watched them, and they will not land on a plant sprayed with it, so no harm
is done. They stay away from the BT.

I am very attentive and observant in my garden—for hours each day,
learning the behaviors of insects—and I’ve come to realize, too, that the best
thing to do is to pick off the eggs and worms each evening.

A cabbage worm on Mary Lou’s cabbage

What I also learned is that I over-crowded the garden. In my excitement, I
wanted to try everything I could think of to see what would grow well in my
soil in this part of the world. In doing so, I didn't leave enough room for
proper air flow around and under the plants; I ended up creating the perfect
environment for bugs and mold! This was a big lesson!
Finally, now, in August and September, the various wasps, bees ( four types
that I can see), dragon flies, and ladybugs have discovered the garden.
Hooray!

Most pests are gone now, except for a few hornworms. I pick them off at
night with a black light. I am also still finding a few beetles, occasionally.

I have added a makeshift birdbath, and a hanging water bottle for the birds to
my garden. I have two goldfinch couples, and two dark gray birds— that
seem almost friendly— who are enjoying the bath, and the raspberries.

I should also mention that back in June, I think it was, we had a mama rabbit
who really liked my bed of cabbages as a home for her new babies ( five in
all)! It turns out I had been watering them when I watered the cabbages and
eggplants in that bed! I saw movement one day, and stopped watering them
(poor things). I think they all survived in my garden—but when they left,
I’m not sure, but I presume most of them became dinner for the coyote and
red fox that visit the perimeter of our property every evening. We have night
vision cameras and capture lots of wildlife, and have seen the fox and
coyote.

A baby rabbit in Mary Lou’s garden!

Gardening Passed Down Through the Ages
With the fruits of this gardening 'experiment' this year, I have been able to
utilize the skills I’ve learned from working as a chef for twenty years, as
well as the cooking experiences I had with my mother and father and
grandmothers.
My father had a huge garden on the side of our home where I grew up. As
immigrants from Sicily, he and my grandparents brought with them a love of
life and food and wine. My father not only grew vegetables, but also had
plum, peach and apple trees, fig trees, a prickly pear bush, and a giant
walnut tree.
My mother's mother had a huge vegetable garden also with fruit trees, and
made her own sun- dried tomatoes, and my uncle (her son) raised small
game on a small lot in Queens.
My father's mother had many fruit trees: a chestnut tree, pear, plum, cherry,
quince and mulberry.

Perhaps this is what Mary Lou’s grandmother’s
plums and pears looked liked!
My mother was an outstanding cook, and my father went to great lengths to
buy the best there was to offer in little Italy in the way of olive oil, olives,
cheeses, etc..
So I watched and participated in this food production as a child;
hence, the inspiration to become a chef— and now, a gardener

Canning and Preserving
Sally: I know you are rather an expert in canning and preserving. Share with
us a little of your process of utilizing the food you reap from your gardens,
and how you make the food last so that it carries your family through the
seasons. Are you becoming set for the winter?

Mary Lou: Canning and preserving are second nature to me. In the past, I
have canned pickles, jams and condiments with produce from the farmer's
markets.
This year I have put away food solely from my own gardens!

So far, I have fourteen jars of Caponata (an Italian appetizer), ten jars of
wild blackberry-lime dessert sauce (using the wild blackberries that run the
perimeter of my backyard), eight jars of braised red cabbage, six jars of
peach jam (peaches were given to me by a friend), three jars of dried herbs,
oregano, thyme and sage, one 12 lb. bag of frozen plum tomatoes to use for
sauces, soups and stews, a 3lb. bag of frozen carrot coins, a 2 lb. bag of
pepper strips, a 1lb. bag of frozen leeks, and three bags of frozen chopped
Chinese celery.

Mary Lou’s fourteen jars of caponata!
In my pantry closet, I have my first crop of sweet potatoes, one small
pumpkin, four acorn squash, a small bowl of fingerling potatoes, and five
eggplants.

Mary Lou’s sweet potatoes, just harvested!

Mary Lou’s pumpkin!
In my fridge, I have two quart jars of roasted tomatoes submersed in olive
oil and herbs (they can last two to three months under the oil). Tomorrow, I
am harvesting most of my green cabbage and making sauerkraut. Next week,
I'll pick the lacinato kale, cut it in strips, blanch it, and pack it into ziplock
bags to store in the freezer.
And I am only halfway through with harvesting!
I have several bags of sweet potatoes, Jerusalem artichokes, leeks, and
horseradish. I also pick bunches of my chives and garlic chives, and tie them
into knots which I freeze in bags to flavor soups and stews. I have lots of
freezer space because I used to cater events. I have a chest freezer and an
extra fridge.
To complement my produce, I bought beans and rice in bulk because my
husband is vegan and I am a 'sloppy' vegan. If there is cheese around I
become a vegetarian! I guess I'm a flexitarian? This winter, I will make soup
almost every day.
I also made quart containers of vegetable stock from the garden that are now
in my freezer, as well. I have dried lemon balm and mint to use for tea. I feel
we have a good start with food for the winter. I'm hoping to use my garden
journal to plan better for next summer's garden.

Two weeks ago, I planted more green beans. My first crop was not prolific. I
only harvested a few handfuls. I also planted TatSoi, which is a Chinese
green and can tolerate cold weather. I'm hoping to plant spinach if I can
make room and perhaps some lettuces. These can tolerate cooler weather as
well.
Sally: Explain to us the sense of joy and wonder you derive from your
gardens, and how this helps you during COVID.
Mary Lou: I am filled with joy and proud of this work that I have
accomplished.
Gardening makes me feel so happy and relaxed.
I generally spend two to three hours every morning
in the garden
watering and closely examining and tending to the plants,
talking to them and singing to them.
My little dog, Linus, stays with me the whole time chasing rabbits and
chipmunks and squirrels. He seems to enjoy the garden as much as I do (he
likes the peppers and tomatoes!).
I have been so focused on this garden that I feel the pandemic did not impact
me as much as it has others. Since I am retired— and because of COVID— I
have plenty of time to devote to this project.
Now that I am 'in', I am addicted! I can't imagine stopping. I am already
knee-deep in planning for next year. I have moved my seed growing space
into our office next to the French doors that lead to the garden. While the
snow is falling next February and March, I will be growing seedlings!

Art and the Garden
Sally: You were a professional chef for twenty years, but you are an artist,
too! Please tell us what you are creating these days!
Mary Lou: I am finding that I have lots of subjects (from photodocumenting my garden) to use for my paintings. I have been an artist since
I was very young. I use mostly pastels, but also like to paint with oil paint,
and occasionally with watercolors.

Watermelon Leaves and Basil, Pastel by Mary Lou Bierman
Thank you so much for reading my gardening story!
Mary Lou

Bearded Iris, oil painting by Mary Lou Bierman

Let’s not forget Mary Lou’s flowers!!
Bearded iris from her grandmother’s transplanted 80 year old bulbs!

