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From the President 
~~Kathleen La Francis Easton, Interim MGFWS President 

Another year has dawned, bringing longer days and promis-

ing another growing season. Seed catalogs have replaced hol-

iday advertising, tempting Master Gardeners to expand or 

crowd their gardens with beautiful flowers, shrubs and tasty 

veggies. We hope for sun and rain this year. The snow pack 

is growing as I write this, and that certainly gives hope!  

Clark County orchestrated an exceptional conference last 

year and, in the final accounting, decided to funnel more 

funds to MGFWS than their contractual obligations. We sa-

lute Clark County’s generosity.  

2016 is a different educational scenario for Master Garden-

ers. For the first time in many years. there will be no state 

sponsored Advanced-Educational Conference. This is be-

cause no county or counties were interested in hosting the 

conference. By March we will be working on proposals for the 2018 conference. 

Yakima County has been working hard on a short timeline to host the 2017 Advanced-
Education Conference. Please mark your calendars for September 16-19, 2017. The venue 

is centrally located, economical, and has many enjoyable attractions. You may want to 

plan to stay a day or two longer to make the most of your trip.  

As for this year, look for continuing-education courses close to home, online, and those 

offered by other Washington state Master Gardener counties. I would like to encourage 

counties with extra capacity in their continuing-education program to make this known to 

others. If you have a large capacity, consider letting the whole state know in Seeds for 

Thought. 

 

Hello, Master Gardeners! 
~~Nicole Martini, WSU Extension MG Program Leader 

Seeds for Thought 

I hope your new year is off to a great start! Though the skies are gray, the 

temperature is cold and the deciduous trees are bare of their foliage, this is 

actually a very busy time for the program. As you probably know, most of the 

counties are beginning their annual training of new Master Gardeners and 

working on reporting for 2015 at the same time. As we gear up for a new year 

and reflect on the previous one, I think about how proud you all should be of 

your accomplishments in 2015 and how excited we all should be for the year 

ahead. 

One exciting new happening in 2016 is the hire of a WSU Extension Volunteer 

Development Specialist. Eric Larsen is based in Spokane on the WSU Spokane 

Campus. His job duties include support for WSU Extension volunteer programs 

in a myriad of ways. He’ll be helping to develop consistencies and trainings, for 

one, that will streamline our volunteer programs and empower volunteers and 

faculty and staff to be better in our respective roles (as volunteers and as leaders). 

Eric left a position with University of Arizona Extension in 4-H Youth Development to join our team. He brings a wealth 

of experience with, and knowledge of, volunteer systems and is going to be a tremendous asset to WSU Extension 

volunteer programs. 

Also exciting is the hiring of a new low-impact development (LID) specialist at the Puyallup Research and Extension 

Center. Dr. Ani Jayakaran came to us from Clemson University where he was an Associate Professor of Water Resources. 

Ani has a big interest in helping Master Gardeners learn more about LID practices, so keep your eyes open for educational 

opportunities to come this year. One of Ani’s first projects is the development of an online training on the topic. Another 

one of Ani’s first projects was to revamp the WSU Extension Rain Gardens website. You can find the new site at 

(Nicole, continued on page 6) 
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Mason Bees 
~~Dennis Tompkins, Master Gardener, Pierce County 

Why discuss a bee during the dead of winter?  First, it is time to plan for the springtime emergence from its 

overwintering cocoons.  Second, we enthusiasts wish to spread the word about how gardeners can benefit the environment 

by increasing bee populations in their yards. 

My fascination with the mason bee began nine years ago when I noticed all these giant looking flies that were 

swarming around the shake roof on a shed.  Following some research, I decided to create an environment to attract greater 

numbers.  Boy was I successful!  

Characteristics. 
It is a solitary bee that nests in holes in the ground, in trees, 

under shake roofs and in nesting holes created by us humans.  It 

rarely stings, but can if its life is threatened. 

It is not aggressive and is a better pollinator than honeybees.  It 

is believed that six mason bees can effectively pollinate one 

apple tree that would require around 360 honey bees.  This is 

possible since they have no honey-making or hive chores to 

distract them.  Mason bees “belly flop” onto blossoms and 

pollen sticks to hairs on their bodies.  A honey bee gathers 

pollen on its legs.  Consider just the difference in the surface 

area between one belly and skinny little honey bee legs. 

The adults begin to emerge from their cocoons in mid-March in 

the Northwest when temperatures reach the mid 50’s.  The bees 

complete their life cycles over a six-week period.  Their 

activities coincide with the bloom of most of our ornamental 

and fruit-bearing trees. 

The bees do require sources of pollen and mud.  They deposit their eggs on a glob of pollen and seal off each one in a 

chamber with a mud plug.  Lack of clayey mud is one of the top reasons for poor success by gardeners.  If soil is very 

sandy/loamy, bees can’t pick it up – it needs to be sticky. 

Attributes. 
I believe one of the greatest attributes of “raising” the bees is the satisfaction we get from helping Mother Nature to 

pollinate our fruit trees with very little time and effort.  Working with the bees is also a terrific way to involve children in 

a gardening project and to help them to learn about beneficial insects.   

The bees are simple for gardeners to manage by providing nesting materials.  These include specially designed 

nesting blocks with multiple holes, cardboard and paper tubes or homemade nesting blocks and paper tubes. 

My adventure began by drilling holes in 4x4-inch fir blocks.  While 

these worked to attract the bees, they are not recommended because 

over time they house various predators, diseases and fungi that feast on 

the larvae.  In short, they slowly become death traps. 

I have converted to using the nesting materials noted above.  They 

allow home gardeners to harvest the cocoons in the fall and to clean out 

the pests.  They can then be safely stored in the refrigerator during the 

winter for release the following spring. 

The consistent ample harvests of apples and plums from my mini-
orchard can be attributed to the bees.  I thoroughly enjoy the five 

gallons of sweet apple juice I process and freeze each year. 

The Northwest is a leader. 
There are numerous Internet sites that have information about the 

bees.  But the leading source of excellent information and supplies is Crown Bees in Woodinville, WA, owned and 

operated by Dave Hunter and his dedicated staff. 
(Mason, continued on page 5) 

There is growing excitement among home gardeners and orchardists around the country about 

a very beneficial, but somewhat mysterious, insect.  This gentle hard-working “bug” looks like a 

fly.  But it is a bee.   

The mason bee is an important natural pollinator, particularly in light of the worldwide 

declining honeybee populations.  And it does not require a hive for homeowners to encourage its 

presence in their yards. 

It is a solitary bee that nests in holes in the ground, in trees, 

under shake roofs and in nesting holes created by us humans.  It 

rarely stings, but can if its life is threatened.

It is not aggressive and is a better pollinator than honeybees.  It 

is believed that six mason bees can effectively pollinate one 

apple tree that would require around 360 honey bees.  This is 

possible since they have no honey

distract them.  Mason bees 

pollen sticks to hairs on their bodies.  A honey bee gathers 

pollen on its legs.  Consider just the difference in the surface 

area between one belly and skinny little honey bee legs.

The adults begin to emerge from their cocoons in mid

the Northwest when temperatures reach the mid 

complete their life cycles over a sixThis was my bee hotel complex last year.  It shows the old fir blocks with holes filled with bee 

larvae.  These are being replaced by the cardboard tubes and paper inserts (in the can) and 

homemade as well as purchased wood blocks with holes.  These blocks can be opened to harvest 

bee cocoons. 

inch fir blocks.  While 

these worked to attract the bees, they are not recommended because 

over time they house various predators, diseases and fungi that feast on 

I have converted to using the nesting materials noted above.  They 

allow home gardeners to harvest the cocoons in the fall and to clean out 

the pests.  They can then be safely stored in the refrigerator during the 

-
orchard can be attributed to the bees.  I thoroughly enjoy the five 

There are numerous Internet sites that have information about the 

The opened nesting block shows several mason bee cocoons.  They are covered 

with small  dark feces deposited by the larvae before they spun their cocoons.  
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This piece originally appeared in the November/December 2015 issue of WestSound Home and Garden.  Reprinted by 
permission of the author. 

Book Ideas for Gardeners 
~~Peg Tillery, Master Gardener, Kitsap County 

Many of us are already out in our gardens (or if lucky enough, in our greenhouses) getting ready to roll into prime time 

gardening season.  However, on those rainy, snowy, yucky days, here are a few books to while away the hours. Some are 

brand new and others can be found at your favorite local library. Many bookstores can order them for you, either digitally 

or in print. 

Straw Bale Gardening by J ohn Tullock – Part of the Idiot’s Guide series, Straw Bale 

Gardening is a step by step guide, with photos and illustrations on how to garden in a small 

space, find and create more gardening space, or how to use this method to prepare soil over 

time for growing more produce. Out of all the books on straw bale gardening so far, this one is 

the most complete and the most user friendly. Everything a person would want to know, 

whether novice or seasoned, is explained in Tullock’s book. Most of the photos are supplied by 

Tullock, a noted vegetable grower, author and blogger. Even if a person didn’t want to know 

how to straw bale garden, the information on each vegetable from when to plant, how to space 

the plantings and how to fertilize, water and harvest, is very valuable information. There’s even 

a section on how to identify and deal with pests that sometimes are found in produce gardens. 

Organic methods are used in Tullock’s book. 

Grow a Living Wall by Shawna Cor onado – Books from Cool Springs Press are always 

appealing from front to back with lovely and user friendly illustrations. Author, Shawna 

Coronado, in her first gardning book, wanted to entice gardeners to “grow up” as in 

vertical gardening from rather small to quite extensive. She’s done her homework and the 

illustrations and how-to instructions are packed with ways to entice gardeners to think 

completely outside the constraints of gardening on and in the ground. Each chapter 

provides a tools and materials list and shows step by step photos on how to construct the 

living wall gardens. Coronado is a sustainable and organic gardener, featured in blog posts, 

columns, on television and on radio. All the information plus 20 complete designs from 

tiny to tremendous will lure readers into trying out at least one of the vertical garden/living 

walls explained in this lovely book. 

Garden Insects of North America by Whitney Cranshaw 

– Have you ever been puzzled by that insect or 

unidentifiable insect looking critter on or near a plant in your garden? Then this book will 

aid in becoming an entomology detective. The book covers all of North America, but with 

plants being sent from all over the U.S. to our garden centers and nurseries, who knows 

when one of these lovely insects will show up in this area’s gardens.  Remember more than 

90 percent of the insects in gardens are beneficial insects and/or do no harm.  But, just in 

case, this book will help solve those queries about insects discovered on plants. If you were 

to purchase only one book on insect identification this book should be the one! It is easy to 

navigate and easy to find insects based on where they may be found in gardens. Topics 

included are: leaf chewers; leafminers; flower, fruit and seed feeders; sap suckers; gall 

makers; stem and twig damagers; trunk and branch borers; 

root, tuber and bulb feeders and a section describing how to 

tell if the insect is beneficial or a pest, plus related insect-like 

creatures. If I didn’t already own this book it would be on my “want” list. 

Hummingbirds and Butterflies by Bill Thompson III and Connie Toops – This too is 

one of my all time favorite books, published in 2011 by Bird Watchers Digest (in case you 

can’t find it locally). Experts Thompson and Toops provide top-notch and well researched 

information, tips and photographs on hummingbirds and butterflies. Inside the covers you’ll 

find advice on attracting, feeding and identifying hummingbirds and butterflies. The book 

covers the whole U.S. but provides very complete information on local hummingbirds and 

butterflies.  Another amazing feature of this book is the map accompanying a very 

complete list of pollinator plants found in particular regions of the U.S. The plant list 

includes annuals, perennials, natives, vines, shrubs and trees. 

 

Peg is a retired WSU Kitsap Extension Horticulture and Water Quality Educator and current WSU Master Gardener. She 

writes for West Sound Home & Garden and emcees “Gardening with Peg” for the magazine blog. Reach her at 

gardenmentor@yahoo.com 
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WHIDBEY GARDENING WORKSHOP 2016 
 An Opportunity for Area Gardeners to Learn from Experts 

Puget Sound-area gardeners from novice to advanced will be able to choose from over 40 classes covering a wide array of 

gardening topics at the daylong Whidbey Gardening Workshop, held at Oak Harbor High School, Saturday, March 5,  

2016.   

The workshop is open to the public and will feature classes in garden design, care and maintenance, with a focus on 

sustainability, including classes on growing herbs, vegetables, fruits and ornamental landscape plants and flowering 

perennials. Several sessions will focus on the challenges of gardening in the Maritime Northwest and on simplifying the 

garden landscape for easier care and suitability to our climate. 

 New this year:  classes on savvy plant shopping, easier garden maintenance, design with microclimates, water 

features, fall and winter vegetable gardening, butterfly conservation, why you want bats, keeping bluffs and hillsides 

in place, plant propagation, mason bees, permaculture garden design, watering strategies, diagnosis and treatment for 

NW plant problems . . . and more! 

 Keynote: “Making Windcliff:  the Plan, the Plants” with Dan Hinkley, internationally recognized plantsman, plant 

collector, lecturer and author, and founder of both Heronswood Nursery and Windcliff on the Kitsap Peninsula.  

Described as “the Indiana Jones of the Plant World,” Hinkley is the author of The Explorer’s Garden, Shrubs and 

Vines from Four Corners of the World and The Explorer’s Garden, Rare and Unusual Perennials, now in its fourth 

printing. 

Instructors have credentials in horticulture, agronomy, biology, hydrogeology, conservation and landscape architecture. 

They include WSU scientists, Certified Master Gardeners with decades of experience, area garden-service providers, 

nursery staff, local farmers, professional educators and published authors.  

The workshop will also feature a Gardening Marketplace, highlighting nurseries, vendors and artisans offering the latest 

plants, garden art, furniture, gardening accessories and books, and featuring a selection of educational exhibits to browse.  

Now in its 28th year, the Whidbey Gardening Workshop is presented by the Island County Master Gardener Foundation.  

The Master Gardener Program is an outreach and education program of Washington State University Extension. 

Whidbey Gardening Workshop is open to the public. Online Registration, with opportunity to secure class preferences, 

begins January 15, 2016, at www.whidbeygardeningworkshop.org . Or call 360-240-5527 to request a registration packet 

by mail. $40 advance registration or $45 at the door.                                                                                                

http://www.whidbeygardeningworkshop.org
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The company website has an amazing array of information, 

instructional videos on nesting sites and cocoon harvesting, plus a wide 

variety of supplies and cocoons available to home gardeners. 

Dave Hunter produces a monthly “bee mail” that instructs gardeners 

on the proper steps to follow throughout the year and the latest news and 

developments on this insect.  Dave has appeared at conferences around 

the country and is a tireless champion of the mason bee. 

He has also been involved in research with orchardists to determine the 

benefits of farmers supplementing their honey bees with mason bees. 

How to make bee money. 
Crown Bees has a “bee buyback” program where home gardeners can 

sell harvested cocoons for $.15 each or trade them in for nesting 

materials and other supplies to enhance their own populations.  Details 

are available on the Crown Bee website.   

Dave has several backyard gardeners that supplied him with around 

80,000 cocoons last year.  He hopes to expand this program 

dramatically as commercial orchards begin to use the bees.   

I entered into a “business arrangement” with two grandsons aged 7 and 8 last 

year.  They happily received around $50 each for their bee activities.  This year we hope to double our production to over 

2,000 cocoons. 

Join us. 
Visit the Crown Bee website (crownbees.com) to learn more details about mason bees.  We bee enthusiasts 

encourage gardeners to have some fun while learning about this fascinating insect and to help benefit our environment. 

Dennis Tompkins is an ISA Certified Arborist, ISA Qualified Tree Risk Assessor and Master Gardener from the 

Bonney Lake-Sumner area.  He provides pest diagnosis, hazard tree evaluations, tree appraisals, small tree and shrub 

pruning and other services for homeowners and businesses.  Contact him at 253 863-7469 or email at dlt@blarg.net.  

Website: evergreen-arborist.com. 

(Mason, continued from page 2) 

Editor's note:  The information given in this article 

is for educational purposes only. Reference to 

commercial products or trade names is made with 

the understanding that no discrimination is 

intended and no endorsement by WSU or the WSU 

Master Gardener Program is implied.  

Dennis’s landscape proved to be a mason bee’s bonanza for sources 

of pollen.  Between eight fruit trees, several ornamental cherries, 

many heathers, two Pieris shrubs (one of their favorites), a magnolia 

and two flowering plums the bees did not have far to travel.  

Dear Aditya, 

When bees make hexagons in their hives, the six-sided shapes fit together perfectly. In fact, we’ve actually never seen 
bees make any other shape. That’s what I found out when I visited my friend Sue Cobey, a bee researcher at 
Washington State University. 

Cobey showed me some honeycombs where the female bees live and work. Hexagons are useful shapes. They can hold 
the queen bee’s eggs and store the pollen and honey the worker bees bring to the hive. 

When you think about it, making circles wouldn’t work too well. It would leave gaps in the honeycomb. The worker bees 
could use triangles or squares for storage. Those wouldn’t leave gaps. But the hexagon is the strongest, most useful 
shape. 

Don’t just ask the bees. Cobey explained that humans have recently used math to find out why hexagons make the most 
sense. 

“The geometry of this shape uses the least amount of material to hold the most weight,” she said. 

It takes the bees quite a bit of work to make the honeycomb. The wax comes from glands on the bees’ bellies, or 
abdomens.  

Honeybees have to make and eat about two tablespoons of honey to make one ounce of wax. Then they can add this 
wax to the comb as they build. A bee colony can produce 100 pounds of honey, Cobey said. In some places they can 

(Hexagons, continued on page 6) 

Reprinted by permission from “Ask 

Dr. Universe,” a science-education 

project from WSU and University 

Communications. 

http://crownbees.com/
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raingarden.wsu.edu. Give it a visit; I’m sure you’ll be pleased. 

While I’m so excited for these new hires, they both come about on the tail of Pat BoyEs retiring as WSU Extension State 

4-H Director. Pat hung up her 4-H hat in late December. She sure will be missed. Seems we are always saying goodbye 

to old friends as we welcome in new ones. 

With that I want to extend a huge welcome to the 2016 trainees. It’s always fun to know that new people are coming on 

board and joining the WSU Extension Master Gardener family. They certainly pay their dues and show their commitment 

to the program through the extensive training and the extra number of required volunteer hours. Veteran MGs, please 

take the time to say hello to the new recruits and welcome them into the program. 

I think we have a great year in front of us, a real opportunity to make it the best one yet. Here’s to a fantastic 2016, 

onward and upward!  

(Nicole, continued from page 1) 

even produce 300 to 500 lbs. The structure is 
important to hold all this weight and protect the 
honey, especially during winter. 

The hexagon might just save bees some time and 
energy. They can use the energy to do another 
really important job: carry pollen from flower to 
flower that allows new plants to grow. It’s my cat 
instinct to swat at a bee, but I try not to because 
bees are really important. They make it possible 
for us to eat food. 

“The honey bee is an amazing animal, really fun 
to work with,” Cobey said. “And she is responsible 
for pollinating your fruits, vegetables, and nuts.” 

Having a sturdy and useful hive can help bees get 
the job done. 

Not too long ago, some scientists wondered how 
exactly the bees build these hexagons. They 

found certain bees would start out making circles in the wax using their body as a tool. Scientists don’t really know why 
it happens, but the bees seem to be using their body heat to melt the wax from a circle shape into a hexagon shape.  

Hexagons and honeycomb shapes are also useful for building things humans use, too, like bridges, airplanes, and cars. It 
gives materials extra strength. 

After all, materials made with hexagon shapes can also handle a lot of force, even if they are made out of a lighter 
material. That’s what I learned from my friend Pizhong Qioa, an engineer and professor at WSU. 

“We learned it from the bee,” he said. “Hexagons apply to almost everything you can build.” 

For having never done a day of math homework in their lives, bees sure seem to use some creative geometry and 
engineering to build their headquarters. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Universe 

P.S. You can find your own bee field guide here. 

(Hexagons, continued from page 5) 
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Promote Your Spring Master Gardener Events!? 
If you would like the state Master Gardener Foundation to circulate a poster of your spring event (one which takes place 

between February 1 and April 15), send a JPEG of your poster to Mary Shane (meshane@comcast.net).  

Please try send the JPEG in the largest file size you have.  If you send a PDF file, we will have to convert it to a JPEG, 

which causes some loss of clarity. 


