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Chat with Chip
January 17th, 2023

Columbia County 
Small Woodlands Tree 
Sale!

Worth your time!
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Grafting workshop: February 18th from 9am-
noon. Pre-registration required. 
• The annual grafting workshop will 

be held on Saturday, February 18th

from 9am – noon. Participants will 
learn how to graft apple scion 
wood on to apple rootstocks. They 
will get 5 dwarfing rootstocks and 
access to a wide selection of 
different varieties of scion wood to 
use. Cost: $20.

Winter weeds

• Our most significant winter weeds are 
broadleaf annuals. The one exception 
is quackgrass, a perennial, spreading 
grass.

• Winter annuals thrive in the cold and 
the lack of competition, except from 
each other. Some gardeners see them 
as “ground covers”, which is ok. 

• They do well in lower light intensities 
and are prepared to accelerate growth 
when day lengths get longer. The cold 
weather around Christmas slowed 
them down. 

• Most are European imports. 

• Little bitter cress

• Catchweed bedstraw

• Red dead nettle

• Groundsel

• Common chickweed

• Quackgrass
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Winter annuals 
• Little bittercress, also called 

popweed, for ejecting seeds 
when pods are ripe in the spring. 
Eaten by some. Gone in the 
summer. Pull before seed pod 
formation. Seeds live 15+ years.

• Groundsel is a relative of tansy 
ragwort and just as toxic but 
rarely found in pastures since it 
needs bare ground to get 
started. Can be seen all seasons. 
Easy to pull.

More winter annuals

• Red dead nettle: Not a nettle but 
in the mint family. Has pollinator 
virtues. The winter annual that is 
doing the best after the cold 
weather. There are also 
European medicinal uses. 

• Common chickweed: Very 
succulent and beloved as a 
“green” addition to poultry diets. 
Very flattened to soil. There is also 
a perennial chickweed but it is far 
less common. 
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One last winter annual and quackgrass

• Bedstraw: The most common 
form is native to N. America but 
has spread widely. Very tiny until 
it starts to spread out in the mid-
spring. Has hooks on its stem 
and seeds to annoy you and 
spread seeds. 

• Quackgrass: A creeping grass that 
loves western Oregon. From 
Europe. It survives through winter. 
Can be hard to pull. In a bed, 
covering the quackgrass with a non-
light penetrating tarp can kill it. So 
does a rye grain winter cover crop. 
Hard to eliminate completely. Hard 
on blueberries and raspberries. 

Using wood ashes in your garden
• Wood ashes shouldn’t be wasted. They contain 

significant amounts of calcium, potassium, and silicon. 

• They can be used on vegetable gardens and around 
many landscape plants. May deter slugs briefly. 

• But don’t use them around acid-loving plants like 
rhododendrons, azaleas, and blueberries!

• Use rate is one to two pounds sprinkled over 100 
square feet (a 10 x 10 space). That is about 1 to 1.5 
gallons per 100 square feet. 

• Way too much can affect other mineral uptake.

• Don’t use ashes from burned pressure-treated wood.
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Thinking about starting vegetables: Seed tray size

• Seed tray size affects growth in several ways:
• As cell size decreases, so does the ultimate seedling 

root system.

• High seedling cell counts per tray can quickly result in 
seedlings shading each other, producing stunted 
transplants that won’t grow as fast when planted.

• Low cell counts can get waterlogged easier.  Media and 
gardener attention matters.

• Tray recommendations: 
• Tomatoes, cucumbers, and squash: 50 or less cells/tray.

• Peppers and early cabbage: 72 cells

• Later cabbage and other transplants: 128/tray

• Onions from seed: 200 or more/tray. Picture: Sonia Regan.

Early cabbage (and maybe peas)

• Early cabbage can be started now in a 
greenhouse or cold frame.

• Types include early red and green head 
types; some Savoy types; and a few oriental 
types like Bok Choy.

• Generally smaller “heads” and more cold 
tolerant.

• Use 72 size trays for these earlier ones. Later 
plantings can use the higher number, i.e. 
smaller cells. 

• These cabbages do best under a plastic 
cloche (remember to open on sunny days) 
and protection from slugs.
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Why is February a good time to prune?
• The biggest reason is that, with spring getting 

closer, the wound healing process will get started 
sooner.

• You should get acquainted with what the branch 
collar looks like on trees that you are pruning - it’s 
a little different with each species. You want to 
make your last cut just outside the branch collar.

• Try to use “thinning cuts” more than “heading 
cuts” to reduce excess growth from one point. 
This will also strengthen the branches you’ve 
chosen to save. 

Bitter cherry: A very interesting native tree
• Bitter cherry (Prunus emarginata) has an 

interesting place in our native 
landscape. It grows on upland and 
lowland sites that are dryish, decent 
moisture, and reasonably full sun. Can 
grow thickets.

• The tree has the classic circular bark of 
cherries that can be peeled horizontally. 
The bark has wide lenticels so the tree 
can “breathe” through the bark. 

• The bark is reddish brown when young 
and gray and rougher as the tree gets 
older. 
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More on bitter cherry
• Leaves are 1-3 inches long, half as much 

wide, slightly toothed, and arranged 
“alternately” on the stem and are darker 
green on the top and lighter green 
underneath.

• Bitter cherry flowers from April – May. The 
flowers are white and 3-8 in a cluster. 

• Bitter cherry fruits start red and can then 
turn black as they mature. They are really 
bitter. Beware prussic acid (cyanide) in them 
and leaves. 

Bitter cherry can make dense colonies

• Roots go out 50 feet if 
given the opportunity.

• Suckers will arise from the 
roots.

• That can make a big 
thicket of bitter cherries.

• Root sprouts need to be 
removed to avoid a thicket 
if you don’t want one. 

Picture: RainbloomPicture: OSU
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The Crown Z Warren experiment
• Bitter cherry  grows quite quickly and is often thought to be a 

significant pest on Douglas fir sites that are being replanted after 
logging. 

• But the “grows quickly” isn’t all bad. There was an extensive planting 
of hardwoods by Crown Zellerbach (remember them?) in Warren in 
the mid-1980s. The company was looking for trees that produced a 
lot of biomass for either paper or energy uses. They experimented 
with alder, poplars, eucalyptus, maples, and quite a few others.

• Eucalyptus died in the first cold snap, alders needed more water than 
most upland sites could provide, and poplars weren’t at all suited to 
upland life. 

• Bitter cherries had been snuck in by birds(!!) and turned out to be the 
best producer of biomass on upland sites of any tree species tried!

Some of the timber virtues of Bitter Cherry

• It could be used in a short-rotation hardwood 
plantation to break up root-rot disease where 
alder wouldn’t do well as an alternative.

• Given good spacing, it would grow quickly.  

• It would be the ideal plant if you wanted to be 
self-sufficient on firewood (splits easily and has 
fairly high energy content).

• Properly cured, it makes decent furniture. 

• One limitation: beaver love it.

Picture: Rainbloom
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Biological value of bitter cherries

• Young plants will be grazed by deer, elk, 
cattle, sheep, and goats. 

• Berries eaten by a variety of birds.

• Leaves are larval feed for swallowtails and 
other butterflies and moths.

• Flowers are good bee forage (quite a few 
bee species) and also provide nectar for 
hummingbirds. 

• When a tree dies (they are short-lived), 
the inside wood rots but is held together 
by the bark, making homes for many 
species until it completely collapses.

Starting a new rose bed

• There are several major 
aspects:
• Plenty of sunlight

• Good air circulation

• Good spacing

• Black spot resistant 
roses

• Protection from deer

• If you do that, your 
roses will prosper.

• How do you find black 
spot resistant roses?

Picture: City of Portland
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Sources of disease resistant roses

• https://pnwhandbooks.org/plant
disease/cultivar-tables/rose-
cultivar-resistance

• https://www.portlandrosesociety
.org/all_about_roses.html

Life cycle of 
black spot

https://pnwhandbooks.org/plantdisease/cultivar-tables/rose-cultivar-resistance
https://www.portlandrosesociety.org/all_about_roses.html


1/18/2023

11

Turkey vultures returning soon

• Turkey vultures don’t get much 
love. But they are rather 
interesting and important birds.

• And they do a tremendous service 
in cleaning up dead things. They 
do not kill! They tend to be more 
abundant where livestock are 
raised, for obvious reasons.

• They spend the winter down 
south, in Mexico, Central America, 
and even South America. They 
return to western Oregon in early 
to mid-March. Picture: 10,000 things of the Pacific Northwest

More vulture biology
• Their flight profile is distinctive with 

upturned wingtips and very tiny heads.

• There was a lot of debate on how they could 
stay almost motionless up in the air. Their 
ability separate outer wing feathers just so, 
allows them to disrupt the downward push 
of air currents and ride the thermal layers. 
They struggle to get off the ground.

• The other big debate was around their ability 
to find often very small meals from high in 
the sky. It turns out that they have very good 
eyesight but also outstanding odor 
recognition. The nose is the key to their 
success. 

Picture: G. Gillson
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There’s more….
• They don’t make real nests but make spaces 

in hollow trees, in big brush piles, or even 
caves if they can find them with some grass, 
wood chips, or dry leaves.

• They are monogamous and mate for life. They 
have one brood of 1-3 eggs. 

• They feed the brood regurgitated carrion. The 
acids in the regurgitation seem to remove any 
change of an intestinal disease to the young 
ones. 

• They have roosts in groves of tall trees.
Picture: S. Ballinger

Nitrogen fixing plants
• Nitrogen fixing plants play a key role in soil 

health. They have a symbiotic relationship 
with either bacteria or, in a few cases, 
fungi.

• The most common nitrogen fixing plants 
are in the legume family: beans, peas, 
alfalfa, clover, trefoil, Scotch broom, and 
many others. Some non-legumes include 
alder and ceanothus. 

• They are often planted intentionally to 
improve soil (cover crops) or for livestock 
or human food. 
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Plants fixing nitrogen – the next steps

• Nitrogen fertilizers like urea, ammonium sulfate, 
and calcium nitrate are important in farming. 
Nitrogen is the key to higher production per acre. 
This is a necessity in farming to feed more people. 

• But making these fertilizers uses lots of natural 
gas.

• Scientists are looking to see if it could make 
current nitrogen fixing plants more efficient as 
cover crops.

• They are also looking at whether the “gene links” 
that create the relationships with the bacteria 
could be added to other plants.


