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Weeder’s Digest
UPDATE FROM THE OFFICE
The holiday season is upon us with family and
friends visiting us and trying to find time to get our
shopping done. It seems like an impossible task.
One thing is for sure there are many possible ideas
for the gardener.
Take time to visit your local gardening spot, local
craft fairs and websites, and you will find many
possible gift ideas.
We here at WSU Whatcom County Extension
wish one and all a very happy and joyous holiday
season. Let’s be safe when traveling.
We would also like to invite everyone to our annual
Open House. This year it will be Tuesday, January
15, starting at 2:00 p.m. here at the Extension
Office.
Since the office will be closed for more than 1
day for the holiday season and many of us, too,
will be out of the office for holiday vacations, the
December issue will be a December / January
issue. We will be back on a monthly schedule for
February.
Till next year, HAPPY HOLIDAYS!!
Cheryl Kahle
676-6736 ext 8
1000 N. Forest Street, Suite 201
Bellingham, WA 98225-5594
360.676.6736

The Weeder’s Digest is the monthly newsletter of the Whatcom County
Master Gardener Program. Guest articles are encouraged. Please
submit typewritten articles by the 15th of each month to Cheryl Kahle
(ckahle@wsu.edu) at the Extension Office. Editor reserves the right to
edit for space considerations, grammar, spelling and syntax.
Drew Betz
Whatcom County Extension Director

Cooperating agencies: Washington State University and U.S. Department of Agriculture. Extension programs and employment are available to all without discrimination.
Evidence of noncompliance may be reported through your local Extension Office.
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News from the Coordinator to all Master Gardeners
Beth Chisholm
Master Gardener Mentoring program for the upcoming 2013 class!
Looking for 20 volunteers to become mentors!
In an effort to assist new Master Gardener trainees as they enter the program we would like to
provide Master Gardeners mentors for the 2013 class. Mentors are needed to assist and guide
incoming trainees and to boost our overall program retention rate. Here are some of the key
elements of the plan:
• A Mentor will be provided for each new Master Gardener trainee. The goal is to support the
new trainees during the 10-week course and beyond. Mentors do not need to be experts in the
course material, but do need to help answer questions about our local program, navigate the
resources and help trainees connect with projects, etc.
• Responsibilities of a Mentor will include contact with trainees every other week during training,
either in person, by phone, or by e-mail, whichever is most convenient for both. Some level of
contact will be maintained until graduation. Initial Mentor time commitment: approximately 12
weeks (January 17 - April 11, 2013)
DATES and DEADLINES:
• If you would like to apply to become a mentor applications due December 13, 2012.
• Mandatory Mentor Orientation meeting, to be held January 17, 2013. Details to follow.
• Attend the Meet and Greet Intern/Mentor potluck on the first day of training, February 7.
If you are interested in helping in this important way, please contact the Volunteer Mentor
Coordinator, Alicia Lanz, for an application ablanz@davidlanz.com

NEWS and EVENTS
Washington Small Fruit Conference, Lynden -- December 6 & 7, 2012
Washington Small Fruit Conference is a 2-day conference with latest relevant research information
delivered by the scientists performing the research. Lunches each day are provided. This conference
is presented in association with the Lynden Ag Show, a trade show featuring vendors serving the
small fruit community.
For more information and to register visit http://whatcom.wsu.edu/ag/edu/sfc/ or contact Whatcom
Farm Friends at: 360.354.1337
Whatcom Food Network Meeting, County Civic Building Garden Room (322 N. Commercial
St. Bellingham), Monday, December 10, 1:00-4:30 p.m.
We’ll hear from panelists about water and processing/distribution issues.
Panel on Water: Sue Blake of WSU Extension and Clare Fogelsong of City of Bellingham
Panel on Processing/Distribution: Cara Piscitello of Acme Farms + Kitchen, Jeff Voltz of NABC,
Jim Ashby of Community Food Co-op
Then we’ll break into Action/Dialogue Groups for collaborative work. This event is open to the
public. To register go to http://whatcomfooodnet.wufoo.com/forms/whatcom-food-network-forumdec-2012/
continue on page 5
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Dirt: The Erosion of Civilizations
By David R. Montgomery, Ph.D.
University of California Press, © 2007
A Book Review by Pamela Wild, Class of 2008

During my 2008 Master Gardener training, former Whatcom Agricultural Agent, Craig
MacConnell, lectured about the dynamics of mulch and compost and mentioned a
technique called “No-Till, Low-Till” gardening (ntlt). It turned my head inside out as
to what soil is and its relationship to not only plants but all of life. Surveying my fellow
trainees seemed a reasonable representation of the public’s knowledge of ntlt (they
never heard of it), and so I found my community service project.
Directed to Stout’s How to Have a Green Thumb without an Aching Back, Lanza’s Lasagna Gardening and
Fukuoka’s One Straw Revolution, I learned how to practice ntlt with plants as diverse as peas, potatoes and
spinach. Gardening became easier and enjoyable using ntlt, but I needed to understand the big picture given
that I was to teach the subject. Changing from double digging to touching the soil as little as possible caused
me to question everything I knew about plants and their relationship to the soil they were anchored in. Was
soil just a big but shallow daily vitamin and mineral supplement reservoir that we swallow via the harvest on
our plates? How does our treatment of soil affect it and thus our harvest, our health? What was going on
down there?
Dirt: The Erosion of Civilization introduced me to a subterranean world that doesn’t need us yet we need it.
“Soil is our most under appreciated, least valued and yet most essential resource,” begins David Montgomery,
a University of Washington geomorphologist and a Macarthur Genius Award winner. He obviously feels
called to, and enjoys, teaching the layperson what the academics are learning. Beginning with Darwin’s final
publication—the first research on earth worms and their role in soil creation—Montgomery launches his story
about the dirt under our feet and both the natural and human causes of erosion that have brought many a
civilization to its knees.
Our planet has the capacity, through the interaction of geology, topography, climate, time and biota to make
new soil. We typically view each of these as complete, unto themselves, entities—a resulting illusion of
our ignorance. Instead, erosion is not just human induced but a natural consequence of these interactions
necessary to turn dirt into soil and refresh its nutrients. We are in the best of company with innumerable,
underground “gardening” organisms representing millions of species that make soil and/or grow plants so
the organisms, in turn, can eat and live. (I find it comforting that I am not going at gardening alone.) Since
humans started “preparing” soil in order to grow plants (though soil has been capable of doing so for eons,
thank you very much), we have been skinning the planet at a rate that nature cannot replenish. We don’t
have enough topsoil to feed our specie’s present numbers while stripping our soil facing a near vertical climb
of those numbers.
The maltreatment of soil has caused, and will yet cause, lots of history: use it, abuse it, exhaust it, expand
your empire, move on or die. Dr. Montgomery writes about the introduction of agriculture, soil and erosion
management in both fragile and vigorous environments. He tells the tales of soil from such diverse civilizations
as Ancient Mesopotamia, China, Egypt and Rome and more recently the Dust Bowl and the Sahel. Just as I
was about to throw my body on the compost pile in despair, he relates promising research projects that have
stabilized, even reversed, the destruction of soil and the making of deserts.
It can be difficult to grasp the enormity of the statistics on erosion. Montgomery, gives many examples
using hard numbers, touching stories and vivid metaphors. The statistical image that amazes me is most
is that of a dump truck’s worth of topsoil spilling into the Gulf of Mexico every second, delivered via millions
of agricultural and otherwise utilized acres in the Mississippi watershed. Amazed because this is occurring
in a nation that has the scientific understanding of the meaning of such loss, the historical experience of its
consequences, and the horticultural and engineering resources to prevent it.
Continue on Page 5
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News from the Coordinator, continue
The Plant ID Study Group will not be meeting in December. See you in January 2013!
WSU Extension OPENHOUSE - Tuesday, January 15, 2013, 2:00 – 5:00 p.m.
Washington State University (WSU) Whatcom County Extension will host its second winter open
house. WSU Extension has been serving Whatcom County with a wide array of agricultural
and community based programs for 95 years. Come join us as we celebrate you, the partners,
people and programs that make WSU Extension a success. Learn more about programs such as
Commercial Agriculture, Community Horticulture, 4-H, Food$ense & Family/Community Health,
Water Resources, Master Gardening. Light refreshments, demonstrations and more. Drop by for
a visit between 2:00-5:00 p.m. EVENT LOCATION: Extension office located at 1000 N. Forest
Street, Bellingham. www.whatcom.wsu.edu
2013 Basic Training -- Begins on February 7, 2013
20 applications have been accepted and I will be conducting interviews in the
coming weeks. The 10 week course begins on February 7. Some new speakers
and field trips added this year!!

Dirt: The Erosion of Civilizations, Continue
We don’t study soil, its erosion and its inextricable value to our lives as individuals, a civilization, or a species
in our social studies or science classes. When did you last consider our need for healthy air and water? How
about healthy soil? We can arguably add soil and its erosion to the long list of subjects not addressed during
our last election debates. What does our soil stewardship (or lack of it) mean to our present and future public
health, economics, politics and standing in the world?
Though written for the layperson, Montgomery often compresses very big ideas, important to understanding
the rest of the book, into single, small paragraphs. Re-reading was frequently necessary. However, if you
simply want the gist of his thesis and points, a light reading will suffice. I would recommend this book as a gift
to anyone interested in joining Master Gardeners or a student considering professions as diverse as science,
political science, civil engineering, horticulture, history and, especially, teaching. It is a fine read to make you
unpopular at holiday cocktail parties.
A biography of professional and lay references is provided for further inquiry.
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Garden Gifts For The Holidays
As the days grow significantly shorter and perceptibly darker, gardening activities decrease. In the meantime, the need
to prepare for the upcoming holidays becomes more pressing. Although we all look forward to decorating and being
with friends and family, the selecting and giving of gifts is quite a challenge. Think about alternatives to the traditional
search for gifts at the malls. Combine a love of gardening with the need to express aﬀection for friends and family by
creating some gifts and selecting others from local nurseries and garden shops.
Not all the people on your list will be gardeners, so this is not just about gifts for people who would love to have a new
trowel or a great hose hangar. However, don’t overlook those items, because there may be people who would just love
a new hose hangar. Those people are probably limited, so here are some more creative suggestions.
Container gardens are generally a very welcome addition to the front walkway, deck or porch in any home. Creating one
can be fun and with some good potting soil, an attractive pot and the help of the folks at your local nurseries or a call
to the WSU Extension oﬃce for any additional advice, this can be accomplished. At the holidays, with the combination
of dark evergreen foliage plants (miniatures are readily available), ferns (Dryopteris erythrosora), ornamental grasses
(Festuca amethystina or Festuca glauca), and common red or white primroses massed together, you can create a
wonderful outdoor garden to give to someone. With the addition of the traditional red bow, the gift is complete.
An herb container garden can be created for the cooks on your list. At this time of year, purchase 4” pots of herbs at
the more comprehensive nurseries. A selection of thyme (Thymus vulgaris), rosemary, common sage or garden sage,
parsley (Italian is more flavorful and has a flat leaf, French is a pretty garnish and is tightly curled), and oregano (O.
majorana known as sweet marjoram or O. vulgare known as oregano) will bring joy to the hearts of favorite cooks.
For a very special chef, a sweet bay tree (Laurus nobilis) can be given as a potted shrub or for transplanting into the
garden.
Amaryllis bulbs are also a popular gift at holiday time. Whether giving to others or receiving, here are some tips that
will make an amaryllis last for several years.
First, the pot must have drainage holes in the bottom. If it doesn’t, either repot in a pot that does, or make some. The
pot should allow two to three inches between the bulb and the edge of the pot. No more than three inches! Use welldrained potting soil that contains some gritty stuﬀ, like pumice or perlite. If it came with soil that seems to be nothing
more that peat, amend it with some of the gritty material.
Plant the bulb with one half to two thirds of the bulb below the soil, leaving one third to one half the bulb above
ground. Firm soil lightly and water well immediately. Then, don’t water again until growth starts, unless it seems to
be drying out completely. Soil should be just barely moist.
Place your pot in as bright a spot as possible with temperatures of 60 to 70 degrees Fahrenheit. The flower stalks
usually appear first, followed by strap-like leaves. Increase watering as leaves form, keeping soil evenly moist, not
soggy. Wet, airless soil can cause root rot. When the top inch of soil dries out, it’s time to water again. Fertilize lightly
every two to three weeks throughout the flowering period.
When blooms fade, cut oﬀ flower stalks, but continue to water and feed until foliage begins to yellow, usually around
late August or September. Then, withhold water and store indoor in a cool, dry place for two to three months. It can
be dark, but darkness isn’t necessary. It is important that the amaryllis receives no water during this resting period.
After the resting period, repot your bulb, water and place in a bright spot again. If your care has been adequate, a
flower stalk or two should appear first. If none appear, something was amiss in your maintenance routine. If proper
care is taken, Amaryllis bulbs can bloom for ten years or more.
The gift of gardening is a wonderful gift any time of the year! Either creating arrangements or giving plants or
commercial arrangements are ways that holiday giving can brighten the homes of friends and family. And, don’t forget
those gardeners in your life. Do check out the hose hangars and trowels. Something might be found that will truly
gladden their hearts as they look forward to getting out in the garden again soon.
From Skagit County Master Gardeners, “Ask the Master Gardener” Series
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How Safe Are Our Christmas Plants?
Christmas is a favorite time of the year for lots of folks and they enjoy going all out to
decorate both inside and outside their homes. Here are a few helpful hints that may prevent
a few problems.
Poinsettia - nonpoisonous, however both leaves and bracts (flowers) produce a milky sap
that can cause skin irritations to those that are sensitive to it. Also, young children can get
it on their hands and rub it in their eyes. So, keep them up and out of the reach of small
children.
Holly - the American Medical Association’s Handbook of Poisonous and Injurious Plants
states that the leaves are nonpoisonous, but the berries are poisonous and can cause
nausea, vomiting and occasionally diarrhea. If you wish to use holly and the berries keep
them out of the reach of young children and curious pets. Remember leaves have sharp
points.
Mistletoe - most all store-bought mistletoe has plastic berries because the real berries are
harmful causing severe stomach and intestinal irritation.
Christmas peppers - These plants are not toxic; however, they are extremely HOT. These
peppers can be very bright and colorful, so grandparents; if you have small children coming
to visit, please put these plants way up high.
Jerusalem cherry - unripe fruit is thought to cause vomiting and diarrhea.
All of these plants are beautiful and can be used to decorate, but please use a bit of
caution.
A few other thoughts; candles look beautiful surrounded with fragrant pine boughs and other
greenery in all those glossy magazines that arrive this time of year. But these decorations
can also be a fire hazard. Please do not leave any lit candle unattended.
Keep your tree in water and don’t let the reservoir dry out. If the end of the trunk dries out,
it will seal over and won’t be able to absorb water and, of course, this will cause the whole
tree to dry out and the needles will fall off. Before you set up your tree inside, cut off one to
two inches from the trunk and set the tree in warm water. A six foot tree will use up one half
gallon of water the first day. Plain water is as good as anything for the tree. Keep it away
from all heat sources and don’t leave the lights on all night long. It lessens the chance of fire
and is a bit easier on the electric bill. Check light cords for fraying.
Last of all, have a wonderful and safe holiday season from all the WSU/Whatcom County
Master Gardeners.
From Skagit County Master Gardeners, “Ask the Master Gardener” Series

whatcom.wsu.edu/mastergardener
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Caring For Holiday Gift Plants
Many people receive gift plants like poinsettia, Amaryllis, and Kalanchoe during the holiday season.
The first, and most critical factor in the care of these gift plants is drainage. Either remove the colored
wrappings these plants usually come with, or turn the pots over and poke several holes through. Check
to be sure the plant drains when you water, because water held at root level can ruin these plants.
Poinsettia is a favorite holiday gift plant that is actually tropical in nature. The color we
perceive as “flowering” is really a leaf color change. These leaves are called “bracts”.
Poinsettias will retain their bright color for several weeks or even months, if properly cared
for. Keep them in a uniformly warm place with temperatures between 65 degrees and 70
degrees, with no drafts. Plants do not need fertilizer during the period of leaf color. Water
poinsettias when the soil at the top of the pot dries out slightly, being sure to water the
entire surface. Standing the pot in a pan of tepid water and letting it take up water from the
bottom is a good option. A pebble tray may be used to keep plant from standing in water.
Amaryllis also require warm temperatures. Keep them moist and water when the soil
surface becomes dry. Be sure not to let them stand in water. The flower stalks of Amaryllis
come up before the leaves and produce large, showy flowers. When you see leaves begin
to appear on your Amaryllis, cut off the old flower stalk and fertilize every two weeks with
any liquid houseplant fertilizer. Leaf growth will continue through the summer and the plant
can spend the summer outside, in bright sunlight. If the plant is allowed to go completely
dormant at the end of August and left without any water for 2-3 months, you should be
rewarded with another year’s bloom cycle. Just repot and begin watering again.
Kalanchoe and Christmas cactus are two other types of gift plants that enjoy the same
light, warm conditions as poinsettias and Amaryllis. Kalanchoe is a succulent with thick
leaves that bears bright clusters of orange, red or yellow flowers. Be careful not to over
water these, as they do not require as much water as poinsettias. Christmas cactus is a
catch all term for several different plants of tropical origin. These plants
have stiff cactus-like branches from which brilliant blooms dangle. Most
of these are members of the genus Schlumbergera and should be kept
evenly watered, but not soggy, while in bloom.
These plants can all be grouped together, which will help maintain even humidity and
contribute elegance and beauty to your home long after the holidays, if you water
them correctly and give them the warm temperatures they require for optimum
performance.

Let’s Check out those Poinsettias
At the poinsettia capital of Whatcom County, Van Wingerden Garden Center located at 8210 Portal Way, Blaine.
We will be given a special guided tour with Mike Delancy as our host,on Wednesday, December 12, at 3:00 p.m. It is
free, so car pool and bring friends. Besides thousands of poinsettias, they also have a fabulous gift shop with house
plants, glassware, art work and tons of holiday gifts. Wednesdays are also Senior Days with a 10% discount for those
55 plus.
The Garden Center is located 1/2 mile north of the Birch Bay Square (formerly the Outlet Mall in Custer)
To get to there, take I-5 North to Exit 270 (Birch Bay Lynden Rd). At the stop sign, turn west and head to the intersection
of Birch Bay Lynden / Portal Way. At this stop sign turn north and travel for approximately 1/2 mile, and you will see
the Van Wingerden Garden Center facility on your right.
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Christmas Tree Care
A little forethought and a lot of water help to ensure a healthy and safe tree.
Artificial Christmas trees have their place, but little compares to the evergreen smell of a live
Christmas tree! A simple stroll through the rows of bundled trees outside grocery stores can produce
a flood of childhood memories from the gently wafting smell of fir, pine and spruce. The air is so
crisp and fresh with the scent of evergreens that the urge to set up your tree immediately is almost
overpowering.
So when should the tree go up? This is a question for which is there no hard and fast answer. Some
folks charge out the door the day after Thanksgiving; they’re lucky if they can wait until Dec. 1. Some
wait until Dec. 24. Whatever your family tradition is, go with it and enjoy the season.
How do you pick a good tree? Now, that’s a question we can answer a bit more objectively.
Before you pile the family into the car to go tree shopping (or hunting!), figure out where you will put
the tree after you get it home. Pick a spot as far away from heat registers or baseboard heaters as
possible. Check the ceiling height in your chosen spot and measure it, if necessary. Pay attention,
also, to the floor space you have: Will a tree whose branches spread 6 feet at its base fit comfortably
there? Perhaps a tree with a 5 foot spread or less would be more appropriate. You decide. It is a
good idea to put down an old plastic tablecloth or shower curtain to protect your floor from accidental
over-watering. This can also help when taking the tree down, because it can catch most of the
falling needles, instead of letting them get snagged in your carpet.
If you’re cutting a tree fresh, you need only find a tree that looks good. But if you’re buying a pre-cut
tree from a tree farm or parking lot vendor, you’ll want to find one that hasn’t already begun to dry
out. A fresh tree should be nice and green, with very few needles falling off. You can find a good tree
by first checking the needles with a gentle tug on a single branch. Do a lot of needles come off in
your hand? If so, look around a bit more. Pick up another tree and gently tamp it on the ground. If
you see a lot of needles fall, or if you see a lot of brown needles, pick another tree.
When you arrive home with your tree, cut off an inch or two from the bottom of the trunk, then set
the tree in its stand and water it immediately. This will help ensure good water uptake in the tree. It
is also a good idea to keep your house a bit cooler than normal, so the tree will last longer and stay
looking fresh. Check your tree’s water level daily; don’t let it go dry. If you have pets, do not add
anything to the water that might harm them if they drink it.
When stringing your tree lights, check the cords for cracks and make sure they are all in good
working order. Turn off the lights every night. This a safe habit to follow, will help in keeping your tree
from drying out and you’ll cut down a bit on your electric bill.
When Christmas is over and you are ready to throw out the tree, remember that it is still good for
more than a landfill ornament. Set it up in the backyard and decorate it with popcorn or peanut butter
for the birds, or chop/shred it and use it as mulch around your plants. In this way, it can become a
gift that keeps on giving!
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