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Gardening extravaganza: The masters
of workshops for those itching for spring
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their yards into biodiverse beauties.
The annual Spring Symposium sponsored by the Western Massachusetts Master Gardener
Association, “Creating Your Own Eden,” takes place March 21 at Frontier Regional High

Sustainability — the ability to last without harming the environment or destroying natural
resources — has been a popular buzzword in gardening circles for quite some time, but it is
hard to achieve.

ull day

“Sustainability only works in a healthy ecosystem,” said Kim Eierman a master gardener of
Bronxville, New York, the symposium’s keynote speaker. “Every one of our yards is an
ecosystem and is part of a bigger ecosystem. Unfortunately our ecosystems tend not to be
in such good shape.”
The problem, she said, is that gardeners try to impose on their landscapes visions that are
at odds with the natural ecosystem. We plant monoculture lawns and specimen trees and
ignore or even actively try to discourage wildlife we consider detrimental to our dream
garden.
“We need to emulate a natural
ecosystem with biodiversity of wildlife,”
Eierman said in a telephone interview.
“We need to plant in layers. We live in
what was a forest ecosystem in the
Northeast, but we don’t garden that
way.”
Eierman says she wants to get people
excited about gardening in a way that is
beneficial to the environment.
“My goal is to impart plant information
that is understandable so people are
able to use it. My goal is to inspire and encourage everyone.”
Eierman left a career in marketing on Wall Street a few years ago to devote full time to what
had been a passionate hobby — ecological gardening.
She studied at the New York Botanical Garden and got her certification as a master
gardener from Cornell Extension, her organic credentials from the Northeast Organic
Farming Association (NOFA) and certification from the American Society for Horticultural
Science.
She often speaks at native-plant conferences and she posts helpful information including
podcasts and YouTube interviews on her website:
www.ecobeneficial.com
(http://www.ecobeneficial.com) . She also teaches at several New York botanic gardens and
native plant centers.

Respect the soil
Eierman said she admires Doug Tallamy, the entomologist who has been instrumental in
making gardeners aware of the habitat needs of wildlife. Her latest blog post includes an
interview with him.
“I see myself as a hybrid, a naturalist, an ecologist, a gardener and a landscape
professional,” she said.
Like Tallamy, Eierman stresses biodiversity in the landscape, emphasizing native plants to
attract beneficial wildlife including birds. “We need to think about diverse plantings. That is
super important,” she said.
By reducing pesticide use, planting a variety of ground covers rather than a monoculture
lawn (which she calls the “green desert”) and respecting the soil, home gardeners can
transform their sterile landscapes into simple Edens.
“The soil is everything,” she stressed. “Everything starts in the soil.”
So, disturbing the natural soil as little as possible is preferable to mechanical tilling, she
explained. In nature, leaves decompose in place. Gardeners tend to rake them off lawns,
but running the lawn mower over the fallen leaves and using them as a natural mulch is far

preferable, she said.
Recreating natural plant communities is
another technique of ecobeneficial
gardening.
“Plants grow together in nature yet we
don’t tend to plant that way. For instance,
in nature you find Joe-Pye weed beside
ironweed.”
Eierman is also interested in native
pollinators, bees, wasps and other
insects as well as birds and animals, on
which nature relies for reproduction.
“Avoid double-flowered plants,” she said. “They have less pollen, less nectar and few seeds.
Use them as an ornament in the landscape, but don’t expect them to be ecological work
horses.”
A real work horse is the blueberry bush, she added. It has lovely bell-like flowers in spring,
berries in summer for birds and people and stunning red fall foliage. She noted that
bumblebees are the most efficient pollinators of blueberries.

The workshops
Eierman’s keynote address is scheduled for 10:30 a.m. at the March 21 conference. In the
afternoon she will also give a workshop on “Replacing the Green Desert: Native Plant
Alternatives to Turf.”
The issue of native pollinators will be the subject of one of the 15 other workshops during
the day.
Tom Sullivan, a landscape designer of Pollinators Welcome in Hadley, will demonstrate
“Pollinator Houses: Attractive Options for Housing Mason and Leaf Cutter Bees.” In a recent
lecture, Sullivan pointed out that there are many native bees that play a critical role in
pollinating fruits and vegetables as well as ornamentals.
We don’t have to rely on imported honeybees. Ninety percent of the natives are solitary
insects, meaning they are less likely to sting because they aren’t protecting a large social
nest. These native bees nest in hollow reeds or in the ground. Gardeners can construct
simple houses that mimic reeds and other natural nesting sites.
If you are unfamiliar with mining bees, sweat bees or even the important role of
bumblebees, sign up for this workshop. In addition to learning how to construct a nest, you
will learn which plants are most attractive to these pollinators who are four times more
likely to prefer native plants to exotics.
Another workshop is “Thresh It Good: Practical Seed Saving.” Kate Stafford, plant
propagator at Nasami Farm in Whately, will discuss when and how to harvest seeds, how to
clean them and how to store them.
“This will be a very practical workshop appropriate for different levels of expertise,” she
said. “I have slides of gorgeous seeds and ways of saving them.”
The time to harvest seeds depends on the plant species, she said, pointing out that some
plants are quick to mature seeds and others slow.
Stafford also finds the method of natural seed dispersal fascinating. It also affects how and
when to harvest, according to Stafford.

Some plants release their seeds in an explosive manner all of a sudden. If you miss the
window of opportunity, that’s just too bad. Others depend on the wind or animals or insects
for dispersal. Did you know, for instance, that ants are responsible for spreading bloodroot
seeds?
Many — but not all — seeds need to be cleaned before storage.
Stafford said she cleans milkweed seed right in the field, getting rid of the fluff immediately.
Other seeds, like tomatoes, need to be fermented before the seed can be removed from
the berry-like pulp.
Seeds should be carefully stored after cleaning, she said. She recommends using small
paper bags for each variety, putting the bags inside a screw-top Mason jar to store in the
refrigerator. Put loose silica gel, which is available at crafts stores, in the bottom to absorb
moisture.

Birdbath repurposed
A more whimsical workshop is “Bird Bath Gardening.” Master Gardener Shari Petrucci of
Feeding Hills will demonstrate converting a shallow bird bath into a planter.
“I had a birdbath made of iron that started to leak,” she said. “Instead of hauling it to the
trash heap I refurbished it. My dilemma was what to plant in it because of the shallow
depth. Succulents are perfect.”
For the workshop, Petrucci bought resin birdbaths online from a company in Canada.
Workshop participants can attend the workshop to watch the process or, for an additional
$40, can purchase a birdbath along with soil and succulents and plant it.
“I give a 10 to 15 minute introduction on “succulents 101” so they get a little background
education. Then we start planting, she said. Petrucci will demonstrate using her own
birdbath, and will show how utensils, like chopsticks, can be used. “We do some landscaping
with different mosses and stones,” she added. “People can add coral or shells or a fairy for
decoration.”
Other workshop topics include care and sharpening of tools, adding a water garden, organic
pest control, native trees for small spaces, lacto-fermented vegetables, vegetable cuisine,
edible perennials, sustainable roses, nutrient-dense soil, ferns and storm water
management.
There are two more master gardener symposia, on March 28 in Holyoke and on April 11 in
Lenox. For details and a registration form, visit www:
wmmga.org (http://wmmga.org) .
Cheryl B. Wilson is a master gardener. She can be reached at valleygardens@comcast.net.

