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‘I’m already antsy’ 
Antsy for spring planting but 
Master Gardeners keep busy 
all year long 
 
By Lori Jayne Carlson 
 Not unlike busy pollina-
tors flitting from one bloom 
to the next, during a recent 
visit to the Banner Journal of-
fice, Master Gardeners Larry 
Zirk, Patricia Franks and Ron 
Gasoske moved from one 
topic to another, sharing and 
explaining topics and activi-
ties that keep master garden-
ers busy all year long. 
 Franks said she starts get-
ting excited about spring 
when she begins getting seed 
catalogues in January.  
 Gasoske shared his least 
favorite time of the year is 
July and August, “It’s called 
weeding and watering,” he 
said with a smile. Gasoske 
shared he likes this time of 
the year best because he likes 
germinating. 
 Zirk commented, “I’m al-
ready antsy.”  
 This winter the three mas-
ter gardeners easily fulfilled 
their required 10 hours of an-
nual training to maintain their 
master gardener certification. 
From seminars, webinars, 
teaching and attending work-
shops, listening to Garden 
Talk with Larry Meiller on 
Wisconsin Public Radio and 
a seemingly favorite event for 
Franks, Gasoske and Zirk 
was attending gardening ex-
pos such as the Wisconsin 
Public Television Garden 
Expo held in Madison during 
the month of February. “We 
bring back what we learn and 
share it,” explained Zirk. 
“There are displays, semi-
nars, seed companies … it’s 
wonderful.” 
 In addition to attending 
workshops, seminars and 
events, “There are activities 
to plan for,” explained Franks 
when asked what occupies 
her time in the winter 
months. Franks shared there 

are booths at the dairy break-
fast to plan, the Black River 
Falls Farmer’s (BRF) Market, 
the Jackson County Fair and 
events such as garden tours 
and fruit pruning trip days. 
 Along with 10 hours of 
training required to maintain 
their certification, a master 
gardener is also required to 
fulfill 24 hours of garden-
related volunteer service, ex-
plained Trisha Wagner, Jack-
son County UW-Extension 
agriculture agent. 
 “A master gardener takes 
some pressure off of the ag 
agent,” explained Gasoske.  
 Zirk explained that when 
people in the community ask 
for help from the ag agent, 
master gardeners will be 
gathered together to help with 
those projects. 
 One such project was a 
milkweed project, a coopera-
tive effort between the city of 
BRF, the Department of Nat-
ural Resources and Jackson 
Electric Cooperative. In the 
third year of the project’s 10-
year span, master gardeners 
were given five different va-
rieties of milkweed to grow. 
Seeds from the milkweed, 
grown in the Spaulding 
Community Garden in BRF, 
are now being shared with 
community members to help 
propagate butterflies in the 
area. In January, the Jackson 
County Master Gardeners 
presented a free workshop on 
starting plants for monarch 
habitat.  
 “Less than 5% of mon-
archs survive now in the 
wild,” explained Gasoske.  
 “I was shown how to raise 
monarchs in ice cream buck-
ets,” shared Zirk. “I shared 
that with the community at 
the Jackson County Fair last 
year. People started being in-
terested in that and then start-
ed growing milkweed be-
cause it’s their food.” 
 “The concept is that of 
native pollinators,” explained 
Franks. “There is a 95% mor-
tality rate of monarchs. Polli-
nators are threatened by 
changes in the environment.” 

 “A lot of butterflies is a 
visual sign in the environ-
ment,” added Gasoske.  
 “We are losing the habi-
tats for honey bees,” shared 
Zirk. 
 “Yet,” added Gasoske, 
“we could probably get by 
without honey bees because 
there are 200 some odd other 
pollinators out there.” 
 “There are 400 types of 
bees in Wisconsin,” ex-
plained Zirk. 
 Another hot topic for the 
master gardeners during their 
visit was something called 
varietal trials.  
 Apparently not all toma-
toes are created equally. 
Franks explained that not all 
tomatoes are grown to be 
sold in mass at the grocery 
stores, “You don’t need all 
tomatoes to drop three feet, 
bounce and not fall apart.”  
 “Tomatoes in the store are 
shipped green and then stored 
in a room filled with gas,” 
explained Gasoske. “That’s 
why they have no flavor.” 
 Franks and Gasoske 
signed up to participate in the 
varietal trials when they at-
tended the Madison garden-
ing expo this past month. 
 According to the three 
master gardeners, the trials 
will hopefully create a better 
tasting tomato that won’t be 
“all squished at the bottom of 
the bushel” by the end of the 
day. “One you can taste the 
acid and sugar and it all 
comes together,” added Zirk. 
 The trials will be working 
with smaller seed companies 
as well as chefs. “They are 
going for more flavor,” ex-
plained Franks, “and ship-
ability.” 
 The gardeners are also 
currently planning communi-
ty efforts such as a weekly 
project spending time with 
kids from the Boys and Girls 
Clubs of the Greater Chippe-
wa Valley – Lunda Center 
(BGC) at the Spaulding 
Community Garden.  
 “We have different pro-
jects at the Spaulding Com-
munity Garden,” explained 
Zirk. The gardeners and BGC 



members meet at the com-
munity garden to learn about 
growing and harvesting the 
food grown there. “Some of 
these kids have only seen 
vegetables in the grocery 
store and haven’t ever seen 
the roots of a cabbage plant 
or tasted a ground cherry,” 
shared Zirk. “We do a lot of 
fun things with the kids.” 
 Spreading information 
like pollinators, the three 
master gardeners also dis-
cussed heirloom tomatoes, 
that cabbage, broccoli and 
cauliflower are different vari-
eties of the same species, soil 
conditions, harvesting 
demonstrations, starting 
plants in a hot house, vernali-
zation, frost, the community 
garden newsletter (which is 
filled with interesting tidbits 
anyone can use about garden-
ing and can be picked up at 
the Jackson County UW-
Extension Office in BRF) and 
master gardener level one and 
level two classes offered 
through the extension office.  
 Master Gardener Certifi-
cation is a 12-week course 
offered through the UW-
Extension Office in Jackson 
County. Classes start in Sep-
tember. The program is de-
signed for empowering mas-
ter gardeners to serve their 
community. Topics covered 
in the program include bota-
ny, soils, integrated pest 
management, weeds and 
wildlife management, ento-
mology, plant diseases, gen-
eral gardening practices, her-
baceous ornamentals, woody 
ornamentals, fruit production, 
vegetables production and 
lawns and landscape designs.  
 For more information on 
the master gardener program, 
register online at Jack-
son.uwex.edu or call the ex-
tension office at 
715.284.4257. 
 
 
  
   
  
  
   


