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As I write this, we’re experiencing the
kind of midwinter thaw that has me
flipping through seed catalogs and

checking out my flowerbeds. I’m looking for
any sign of life, but there is none. February is
not the time to be thinking of spring, but the
softening snow carries the irresistible siren call
of warmer days to come.

I have the all-too-common affliction of
seasonal amnesia. Just as I can’t picture a bliz-
zard on a hot July day, I can’t quite believe
that in a few short months, the creek bed
across the street from where I live in
Farmington will be transformed into a breath-
taking display of blue, trumpet-shaped flowers
as far as the eye can see.

There are some traditions that serve only
one purpose: to renew the spirit. We repeat
such rituals again and again to come away
refreshed and reminded of why we continue to

honor them. So it is with my annual pilgrim-
age to see the bluebells in May.

The bluebell legend
I’d heard of “Bluebell Island” all my life,

but I didn’t explore it until one Mothers’ Day
about 18 years ago. The weather forecast prom-
ised a warm afternoon, so I invited my son,
mother, and mother-in-law to see the famed
flowers.

As soon as we stepped onto the peninsula
– not an island – we were stunned at the fairy-
land of vibrant blue blossoms that blanketed
the ground around our knees. It was like walk-
ing into a nursery bursting with spring bulbs,
except these flowers have taken hold and
thrive here without any human intervention.

The true miracle of bluebells is that they
don’t grow as individual plants or in small clus-
ters. Once they find a place they like, bluebells

bluebellisland
story and photos by Joy Underhill

Left: Bluebells and sycamores along the banks of Mud Creek in Farmington

Above: Emma, Tess and Matt Brantl playing in the shallow creek bed
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Trumpet-shaped bluebell blossoms A woodland path in Mertensia Park

Bluebells grow profusely for just three weeks.
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continue to multiply into entire
colonies. Until you’ve seen how they
proliferate, it’s hard to imagine how
they overrun the damp woodlands, cre-
ating a haze of color all along the
riverbed.

Mertensia virginica
A native perennial, bluebells prefer

sandy, peaty soil in semi-shaded forests
along creeks and bluffs. Thomas Jefferson
grew them at Monticello, and they are
common as far away as Alabama and
Kansas. Bluebells go by a number of
names, including Virginia-cowslip,
Roanoke-bells, lungwort, and oysterleaf.
After blossoming, the foliage yellows and
dies down completely by June. As quick-
ly as they appear, they are gone.

The bluebells in Farmington favor

the banks of Mud Creek. At least three
locations are known for the bluebells,
but only one is a true island. Since the
creek flows from south to north, it’s like-
ly that the bluebell colonies originated
in the southernmost Bluebell Island and
found hospitable spots to flourish along
the way. You may also see the occasional
pink or white bluebell when recessive
traits cross-pollinate.

So loved are these flowers that the
hamlet of West Farmington was
renamed “Mertensia” in 1891. Once a
thriving community that sported a mill,
blacksmith shop, general store and
creamery, Mertensia now offers a public
park for all to enjoy the miraculous dis-
play each spring.

Keep your eyes open. Mud
Creek is an ideal habitat for other wild-
flowers as well, such as Trillium, Jack-
in-the-Pulpit, and Woodland Phlox.

A fine and subtle spirit dwells
In every little flower,
Each one its own sweet feeling breathes
With more or less of power.
There is a silent eloquence
In every wild bluebell
That fills my softened heart with bliss
That words could never tell.
– Anne Brontë

bluebell island

7 West Main Street, Clifton Springs, NY 14432

Lunch and Dinner served Tuesday-Saturday

Whether it’s dinner for two 
or a family get-together, 
you’ll enjoy delicious 
gourmet cuisine in a relaxing 
setting that’s perfect for any 
occasion.

A Taste of 
Something Special

Warfield’s makes every 
meal memorable.

a short drive from Canandaigua Lake
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Seeing the Bluebells

When: Three weeks, from late April
to mid-May, depending on the weather.

Where: Bluebells grow profusely in
two locations along Mud Creek on pri-
vate land. You can see them in
Mertensia Park on Mertensia Road in
Farmington. Hiking trails, picnic areas,
sports fields, and a playground are
available.

Etiquette: Please don’t pick or tram-
ple the bluebells. If you want to try
growing them, contact a local garden
store rather than disturbing their natu-
ral habitat. Fall is the ideal time for
planting.

For Shutterbugs: The best time to
photograph bluebells is on cloudy days
after a rain (or even in the rain).
Sunshine tends to wash out the vibran-
cy of the colors.

M
ud

Creek

Mertensia
Road

Mertensia Park
access road

41

N

Recessive traits can result in pink or
white bluebells.

bluebell island

www.thefurnituredoctoronline.com

Rustic by Nature,
Elegant by Design

Rustic by Nature,
Elegant by Design

The Furniture Doctor
7007 Rtes. 5&20 • Bloomfield, NY 14469 • 585.657.6941

Open 10am-5pm • Thurs til 7pm • Sun 12pm-5pm

We offer custom designs, mirror resilvering, antique refinishing, caning,
marble repairs, lamps... Come browse our extensive showroom!

AAddiirroonnddaacckk FFuurrnniisshhiinnggss,,
DDééccoorr aanndd GGiiffttss

We offer custom designs, mirror resilvering, antique refinishing, caning,
marble repairs, lamps... Come browse our extensive showroom!

Finger Lakes Tram
2052 O’Neil Road • Macedon, NY 14502 • 315-986-1937

www.fingerlakestram.com

Designed, built & serviced right here in upstate NewYork!

E n j o y i n g G o d ’ s C r e a t i o n

Canandaigua Lake, 2007
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A family tradition
Visiting the bluebells is a practice

that dates back four generations in one
Victor family. “I don’t know how it got
started,” says Linda Armstrong, “but I
think my great-grandparents just had to
share the beauty.” They started inviting
friends and family after church for a
hayride across the creek to see the
bluebells. Linda’s family has continued
the tradition to this day on an invita-
tion-only basis.

As Linda shows me photos dating
to the early 1900s, she describes some
of the special moments that her family
has shared. “The kids love to explore
the big rock in the middle of the river.
In fact, most of our kids celebrated
Bluebell Sunday as the first day they’d
take a dip in the creek.” Years ago, a
sycamore tree was struck by lightning
and started to decay from the inside
out, forming a hiding spot for the chil-
dren right in the middle of the blue-
bells. Indeed, the day of our first visit,
my son huddled in the hollowed-out
tree and dangled his feet in the frigid
water as we crossed the creek.

Some things change with time, but
the curiosity of a four-year-old isn’t one
of them. Neither is the promise of spring
delivered in the form of thousands of
blue blossoms, present for a precious few
weeks – our reward for making it
through yet another long winter.

Joy Underhill is a freelance writer and
photographer who lives in Farmington.
You can reach her at
joy@northcoastwriters.com.

Bluebell Sunday, 1912 Photo courtesy Joy Underhill

In the heart of
Finger Lakes Wine Country

offers The Elegant Escape... private hot
tubs/fireplaces with the panoramic view

of "The Switzerland of America"

www.thevagabondinn.com

585-554-6271

Naples, NY

Naples & Finger Lakes souvenirs available here!

Henderson’s
Naples Pharmacy

Phone: (585)374-2080
103-107 South Main St., Naples, NY 14512

POTTERY | GLASS | JEWELRY | WOOD
PHOTOGRAPHY | PAINTING | FABRIC | SCULPTURES

OPEN YEAR ROUND: M-SAT 11AM-5:30PM, SUN NOON-5PM
118 N. Main St., Naples, NY

585.374.6740 • www.artizanns.com

Leon Applebaum

Join us each Sat/Sun Noon-3pm, May 8-Sept. 5, for our
4th Annual FREE “Artists in Action... on the Front Porch
series.” Experience an intimate and joyfull time, as 40
artists share their techniques, pulling you into the
process, from jewelry making to throwing pots for the kiln.

HOT ANYTHING
& EVERYTHING SAUCE

The original sauce with a multitude
of uses. Use it as a marinade,

topping or an additon to recipes.

SWEET & SPICEE GLAZE:
Apply it to meats during the last few

minutes of baking or grilling. A sweeter
milder flavor used as a “finishing” sauce.

Produced by K & S Foods
Naples, NY

585-534-9257

77559999 RRttee,, 2211,, NNaapplleess

558855--337744--22113399
www.monicaspies.com

Our Famous Grape Pies
Available Year Round

We bake over 25 varieties of pies 
Several Available Daily

Call to order or just stop in!

Pies for Sale!

Open 7 days a week, 9AM-5PM

MONICA’S PIES
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