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February Program Presentation 

Growing Haskap Berries 

 presented by Brian Olson 
 

Date:  7p.m., Tuesday, February 14, 2017 
 

Brian and Laurie Olson own and operate the first (and currently only) 100% 

Alaska-grown winery in the state. Alaska Berries’ winery and tasting room is 

located on their four-acre berry farm near Soldotna.  

While researching unique and hardy berry plants, they discovered haskaps (you 

may know them as honeyberries) and began trials to determine their suitability 

for Southcentral 

Alaska conditions. 

Results have been a 

resounding success. 

Alaska Berries was 

the first in the US to 

make a commercial-

ly available product 

– jam – out of 

haskap fruit. The Olson’s have also branched out to making wine. Their plans 

for the future include production of a haskap juice product. 

February’s presentation will include tips on how to successfully grow these deli-

cious berries and their healthful benefits from an expert who has been experi-

menting and improving his growing techniques from his home and business in 

Soldotna.  

Brian was a presenter at the 2016 Alaska Master 

Gardener’s Conference and received glowing re-

views – You won’t want to miss this presentation! 

February 2017 



 

 

2016 Report from the President 

Dear members of the Central Peninsula Garden Club, 

It’s amazing to me that another year has flown by, and yet here we are in February 2017!  I hope you are en-

joying some quiet after the holidays, before revving up for spring.  I’m finding that, the older I get, the more I 

appreciate this quiet time. 
 

At the CPGC Annual Meeting in January, four new board members were elected to the CPGC board.  Wel-

come to Donna Brown, Susan Larned, Mark Scheffert, and John Trent!  Each of these members brings amaz-

ing talent to the board, and we greatly appreciate their willingness to serve the Garden Club.  And thank you 

also to Cathy Haas, who was elected to another 3-year term on the board. 
 

Each one of our board members did an incredible job chairing their various committees.  I want to give special 

recognition to the invaluable and long-time service of Don St. John, our “Tech” guy who recently stepped 

down from the Board.  Don served on the Board since 2010, braving both the physical elements outside, and 

the mental limitations of the rest of us on the board.  Don has always offered thoughtful review and insight for 

us, as well as lots of humor.  His presence on the board will be greatly missed. 
 

The 2017 budget was passed by the Board on Dec. 20, 2016, and is always available to you at our reception 

desk.  The Total Estimated Expenses for 2017 is $11,150.00.  Total estimated income is $8,850.00.  This 

budget reduces our current balance in the bank by $2,300.00, or 10% of its current amount, due to the Board’s 

decision to allocate more funds to Programs, Workshop Weekends, and Mini Grants. 
 

I will briefly highlight some of the Clubs activities in 2016: 
 

The 11 member board started off the year with 4 new board members, and a new President and Vice President.  

During the year, 2 board members had to resign for personal reasons, leaving us short-handed for a time. 
 

In 2016, the Garden Club gave over $2300 to support local agriculture (Kenai Peninsula Fair, 4-H, Local 

Foods Week, Chef at the Market, Soldotna Montessori school orchard). 
 

There were 15 workshops offered in May of 2016, with over 100 attendees.  This was our first year of using an 

online registration system for workshops.  We also had 5 fantastic summer garden tours, of large venues with 

many attendees. 
 

The Club continued to publish our monthly Club Newsletter.  We held the “Get Ready for Spring” roundtable 

event for the public, and participated in the Home Show.  The CPGC Facebook page now has close to a thou-

sand members.        Continued next page... 
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Club membership numbers hover at a little over 200 (although we don’t have that yet as not everyone has re-

newed -hint).  The CPGC started accepting debit or credit card payments for dues.  I know, welcome to the 21st 

century, right? Our other fundraisers again were the annual Plant Sale and selling SeaAg fertilizer in the 

spring. 
 

A huge thanks to each one of you who have played a part in the success of the Club in 2016 – donating plants, 

cleaning up, manning a booth, or sharing your knowledge with us.  I have heard many times from various pro-

gram presenters and others how active and organized the CPGC is, and that is only true because of all of 

YOUR efforts! 
 

Additional thanks to Marion Nelson for being the Facebook Administrator, Becky Holloway for doing the 

newletter layout/publication each month, and Donna Endressen for helping with hospitality each month.  And, 

as always, we are grateful for Linda Dunn recording our monthly Programs, and for Will Hightower sharing 

his monthly Will’s Ramblings article. 
 

And so, with 2016 in the rear view mirror, we begin another year.  I want to thank you for the opportunity to 

serve as your Club president.  Our board members do so much, and are a joy to work with.  Thank you for 

your patience, teaching, and encouragement.  I look forward to what this New Year may bring as we all learn 

and grow together. 
 

Sincerely, 

Renae Wall 

CPGC President 
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Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec 2016 Treasurers Report 

      

Beginning Balance:      $ 22,406.40  

Income:      

Dues   $  1,761.00               

Donation   $        90.00              

Plant Sale   $     106.00     

Newsletter Ads   $     380.00     

   $  2,337.00     

Expenses:      

PO Box Rent    $ (160.00)   

Hard Drive Back-ups    $ (220.00)   

Printing    $   (56.75)   

Monthly Program    $ (166.75)      

Web Domain    $   (15.99)   

Hospitality    $   (19.98)   

Square Fees    $      (1.29)   

    $ (640.76)   

      $ 24,102.64  

Submitted by Peggy Morris, Treasurer  

      

 
Central Peninsula 

Garden Club     
membership and 

general information 
is available at 

www.cenpengarden 
club.org, 

on facebook, 
or by contacting 

Renae Wall, 
cenpengardenclub@

gmail.com 
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Welcome New (and Returning) Board Members! 
    CPGC has been fortunate to have great people volunteer to make things happen for us in the club, and 2017 

will be no different. 
 

     CPGC membership voted in the following new and returning board members at the January Annual Meeting: 

Cathy Haas (returning) term ends 2020 

     Cathy is a returning board member in 2017. She started coming to club meetings from the very beginning of 

the club in 2007. She’s served on the board of directors since 2010 and currently chairs the annual plant sale, 

assists at other club special events, and serves as historian for the club. 

     Cathy has lived in Alaska since 1972 and lived in Anchorage for seven years before moving to the Peninsula. 

She’s been gardening her entire life, and is a terrific resource for all of us.  

     Thanks, Cathy, for serving again! 

 

Donna Brown (term ends 2018) 

     Donna Brown is familiar to many of us, as she’s helped with Sea-Ag distribution and the Home Show in the 

past.  

     Donna shares that she has been a gardener all her life and since 2009 in Alaska. “What an adventure to 

change from Zone 7-8 to 3-4. Alaska gardening is amazing.  As a new board member, I am happy to contribute 

to CPGC by chairing the Special Events Committee, which coordinates the CPGC’s ” Get Ready for Spring 

Event” on March 25th, a CPGC  informational booth at the Home Show on April 8th- 9th, and possible other gar-

den club events.  I want to garden easier and smarter. My husband built two 36 inch high raised beds and in-

stalled a drip system for me last year. I found weeding, planting and harvesting was much easier and warmer in 

these raised beds. I am learning about permaculture as another way I found to garden smarter and easier.  

I welcome you to share your gardening know-how by volunteering at our events, attending meetings programs 

and events, and contributing to our newsletter.”  

 

Susan Larned (term ends 2020) 
     Susan has gardened in Pennsylvania, Florida, and now Alaska. She states, “My garden space is limited and 

vegetables and raspberries have been my main focus. My raspberry patch has grown from 13 plants to so many 

that I am always digging up the new ones that are attempting to take over my yard and vegetable garden. 

I have a small greenhouse and an outdoor vegetable garden next door and another greenhouse and containers for 

vegetables and flowers near my house.  I’ve enjoyed visiting other gardens and attending workshops, and each 

summer I learn more about the challenges and joys of gardening in Alaska.” 

 

Mark Scheffert (term ends 2020) 
Mark says, “Growing up in an agricultural environment in central Idaho, I was surrounded by farmers and gar-

deners from my beginning. Gardening was how I was raised to supplement and enhance my food resources.  

I have always enjoyed playing in the dirt and watching plants grow and develop and I brought this interest with 

me when I came to Alaska. Even though our Alaska climate offers many challenges that I had little experience 

with, I turned to those people and organizations such as our garden club to better comprehend the “what-to-

do’s” and “what-not-to-do’s” while gardening in Alaska.   Currently I am focused on biodynamic gardening and 

providing foods and products for my household year round from my small gardens and farm.  I enjoy our garden 

club and by being a member, I have been able to visit and meet with a wide variety of other gardeners, learning 

new information to use in my own system.” 

 

John Trent (term ends 2018) 
     John is a retired Alaska wildlife biologist and small-time family vegetable gardener since about 1970. He is 

from a diverse Alaska family scattered all over Southcentral and the Kenai Peninsula. 
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     John says he mostly gardens because he likes to eat and feed his family. Gardening fits in with his other 

outdoor activities of mushroom and berry picking, hunting, fishing, clamming, native plant identification, wil-

derness travel and bird watching. He is also something of a foodie and likes to make fish pies, smoke fish, can 

kelp pickles and makes other Alaska specialties. When he was in college in Wisconsin he grew corn and toma-

toes while fighting off the raccoons. 

     Before moving to the Kenai recently, John and wife Gerda lived in Anchorage for 26 years. His raspberries 

were a specialty there – well known in the Oceanview neighborhood and always threatening to overrun the po-

tato patch. Before that the family lived in Barrow where everyone said “The sea is our garden” and the biggest 

“tree” was about six inches high. 

Last year he built a small greenhouse at their house on K-Beach Road and will be experimenting with that for 

the next few years. There is also a young maple that didn’t like the move from Anchorage very much and may 

turn itself into an axe handle instead of a tree. 

     John likes to work and socialize with all kinds of Alaskans – that’s really why he joined the garden club! 
 

     Welcome to all the new and returning board members – here’s to a great year ahead! 

Save this Date!   

Are you ready for spring?  If not, GET ready!  On Saturday, March 25, from 10am-2pm, the Central Peninsula 

Garden Club will host it's annual "Get Ready for Spring!" Round table event.  Location: Kenai Visitors Center, 

11471 Kenai Spur Hwy, Kenai. 
 

PAST topics have included: Hardy Perennials, Outside Vegetable Gardening, Garden Planning & Layout, Pest 

Control, Composting, Grow Bucket Assembly, Seed Catalogs, Seed Starting, High Tunnel Management, Bees, 

Growing Sprouts to Eat, and more. 
 

Experienced, local gardener topic leaders will be at each round table.  Most tables will have handouts. 
 

Garden Club information at the door, including opportunity to place your SeaAg Fertilizer order!(Alaska Granu-

lar Fish). 
 

2017 topics are being organized now.  Topic suggestions?  Or willing to share your knowledge?  Contact Donna 

Brown at 252-7250, dlbstill531@gmail.com.  Stay tuned for more details! 
 

Workshop Weekends – Watch for Them! 

Workshop Weekends are coming up on May 6, 13, 20, and 27, so mark your calendar. 

We already have instructors lined up for the following workshops: 

Organic gardening with the help of worm casting 

Seed starting and transplanting 

Pruning 

Greenhouse management 

Using fish fertilizer (presented by Sea-Ag’s owner) 

Growing Squash 

Landscape design 

Tree, shrub and lawn maintenance 

More workshops are to come – we will keep you informed! And be sure you’ve paid your 2017 dues so you 

get  first crack at our online registration! 
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Will’s Ramblings 

Golf and Keyholes by Will Hightower 

I’ve always had a problem with the quality of winter we have on the Kenai.   We have to deal with it being too 

cold to stick nose out of house, or too warm to enjoy certain outdoor winter activities.  How about the no snow 

of the last two winters?  Then there was the oversupply of snow a few years ago.  Should I say anything about 

the rain and ice that soon covers any new snow?  People are unhappy with the present cold around zero, they 

must not have been here for the times that Sterling was near 40 below.  In general, winters are often not very 

user friendly.  And why does it take so long to get to a point in the year when a gardener can even think about 

starting some seeds? 

Each time I go out the front door of the house, composting does come to mind, as I view the dog deposits in 

the walk.  With snow covering the yard, we have plowed the walk and drive in front of the house—the perfect 

spot for the dogs to do their duty.  So what to do with the deposits? 

Many, many times I have had it driven into me the fact that dog poo is not good for composting, something to 

do with carnivore  poo can carry bad bugs back to people.  If you try to get rid of poo at the dump you have to 

mix it in with other junk. Guess it’s no good as land fill either.  What to do, what to do? 

The other day, Gail (the daughter) came up with a great idea.  Our house has a deep ravine in the back yard.  I 

could get a golf club and practice driving the frozen poo into the ravine.  With several trees just over the edge 

of the ravine, I could even practice accuracy: 10 points for hitting the small birch on the right. 

Change of subject:  I was doing my favorite winter thing – “Walter Mitty” in my overstuffed chair, when 

daughter walked by.  She said that she had printed out 5 pages from the net and thought I might like to read the 

printout. Now, Gail likes two activities: pretending that she is living in the 1100s and things that fly.  1100s is 

when there were knights and ladies, the time that many people of today envision as great.  Don’t think about 

plagues, endless work, and short life spans; just think of times when life was simpler.  In the 21st century Gail 

is big time into being an aircraft mechanic.  One thing I do not picture her as being interested in is gardening. 

The printout was about an African gardening technique called ‘keyhole gardening.’ I’d never heard of it. 

 It turns out “keyhole gardens” are not African but Western technology.  Many parts of Africa are very short on 

water and poor in the good soil depart-

ment.  Some group, (conflicting re-

ports on which group), developed this 

concept to use local materials at little 

or no cost.  The goal was to improve 

local food production with simple 

technology.  The on-the-ground results 

are the spread of this type of garden 

across the dry southern regions of Af-

rica.  Now, the concept has returned to 

the “developed” world and is being 

applied, especially in the dry areas of 

Texas. 
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From the January presentation at the Garden Club, I learned that the Central Peninsula gets about 20 inches of 

precipitation per year. That comes under “dry!”  Maybe keyhole gardens could be applied to some local condi-

tions.  I urge you to take some time and surf the net for information, especially ‘You tube’.  Just type in 

“keyhole garden”.  I like the ones at couple of schools, they are made with concrete block walls that look like 

Lego’s.   Also, the trap door for unloading finished compost is a convenient feature. 

Aletha St.Romain, appearing in Texas Co-op Power and other publications. 

Features of Keyhole gardens: 

 Can be constructed of materials at hand 

 Raised to any height, especially for handicapped or older gardeners 

 Water saving, great for drip irrigation 

 Composting 

 Lasagna gardening 

 Kitchen garden 

 Landscaping, depends on the wall materials and plantings 

 Intense gardening (square foot gardening) 

 Recycling 

 Makes good use of limited ground area 

 Can cover the garden with a simple frame 

I have not had any hands-on experience with this system, but have several spots on the “farm” that need the 

planting area reworked and I have a large pile of rocks out back.  My thought is that these gardens might work 

best for kitchen greens.  Crops that have long root systems or vines (tomatoes and squash), might not be ap-

propriate in this system.  Maybe next year I can write about results of a keyhole garden. 

Take some time and dream, it is too cold and early to plant anything.   

Until the spring breakup comes and I can find rocks or something to stack for walls, I think I’ll check out the 

bargain stores for a left-handed golf club. I’m very left handed!  I just got some golf pointers from the local 

animal vet.  I don’t want a driver, I want an iron.  This will give me better lofting over the snow berm.  FORE! 
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European bird cherry (Prunus padus) in blossom in a Kasilof wet-

land, June 1, 2015. 

 

     Earlier this summer as I walked the beach north 

of the Kasilof River mouth, I did a double-take as I 

passed a shrub that seemed out of place in this lush 

wetland adjoining the beach. It was a mayday tree, 

a.k.a. Prunus padus or European bird cherry. A little 

poking around yielded more cherry trees peppered 

throughout the wetland including larger individuals in 

full blossom. 

     This was a preview of what may be in store for 

stream corridors and moist woods on the Kenai Penin-

sula.  European bird cherries have already spread ex-

tensively along streams in the Anchorage area, out-

competing native willows and alders to become the 

dominant species lining many stream stretches, in 

some places forming pure stands of cherries. Infesta-

tions have also been found in Fairbanks and in south-

east Alaska. On the Kenai Peninsula, bird cherries are 

just starting to escape into the surrounding wilds in 

Hope, Homer, and Kasilof. 

     European bird cherries are popular landscape trees 

in Alaska for good reasons. They grow quite well in 

our climate and in our gardens because moose general-

ly do not eat these trees. In spring they produce 

abundant showy, fragrant blossoms. In late summer 

the fruits are highly attractive to birds. 

     Many species of birds partake of the fruits, giving 

the bird cherry its name. In exchange for feeding the 

birds, the trees receive a seed dispersal service. Robins, 

for example, swallow the small cherries whole, then 

usually flit to a nearby protected perch to regurgitate 

the cherry stones. 

      Moose prefer other shrubs, but they will resort 

to eating cherries in hard winters when other food 

plants become scarce. Unfortunately for moose, Eu-

ropean bird cherry foliage contains cyanogenic glyco-

sides, which has led to the deaths of several moose in 

Anchorage by cyanide poisoning in recent years. On 

a larger scale, a bigger concern for moose is that in-

vasive cherries have the potential to outcompete and 

replace their preferred willows, at least along 

streams. 

     The effects of bird cherries on salmon and salmon 

stream food webs are not yet clear, but the cherries 

do not appear to benefit salmon. A study in Anchor-

age streams found that European bird cherries sup-

ported a lower biomass of insects than native trees 

and shrubs, suggesting that they may provide less po-

tential food for salmon fry than native vegetation. 

Replacement of nitrogen-fixing alders by cherries 

could also lead to lower overall stream productivity. 

     Historically, people have harvested the small, as-

tringent fruits of Prunus padus for eating fresh and 

for preserves, but it appears that people generally pre-

fer to use other fruits over bird cherries. I failed to 

find any recipe using bird cherries. 

     Expect to hear more about this species in the fu-

ture. While Prunus padus has not yet made the Alaska 

Department of Natural Resources’ list of Prohibited 

& Restricted Noxious Weeds or the UAF Coopera-

tive Extension Service’s DON’T Plant in Alaska list, 

it received a high invasiveness ranking (74/100) from 

the Alaska Natural Heritage Program. An article from 

the Alaska Department of Fish & Game’s website 

stated that the Alaska Department of Natural Re-

sources was moving to list Prunus padus as a prohib-

ited plant. 

     In the Anchorage area, systematic removal of bird 

cherry is well underway by mechanical and chemical 

means. This June marked the Kenai Peninsula’s first 

effort at removing bird cherries when a group from 

the American Hiking Society spent a day pulling bird 

cherries around the Hope Museum. 

     We are close to the decision point regarding 

whether or not bird cherries should be allowed to be-

come a permanent part of our streamside plant  

Bird cherries on the Kenai:  a preview    by Matt Bowser 
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communities on the Kenai Peninsula. We are presently within the time window when it is still realistic to erad-

icate and exclude bird cherries from the Kenai with relatively little cost. 

     It may yet be possible to exclude bird cherries from our flora because birds generally do not carry cherry 

seeds far. This is in contrast to wind-dispersed weeds like dandelions, where their introduction is essentially 

irrevocable once they have become established. 

Once bird cherries have dispersed up our stream corridors into less accessible areas, it is reasonable to 

expect that bird cherries will permanently become a substantial and ubiquitous part of our streamside commu-

nities, making the Kenai a little more like Europe, a little less like Alaska, and perhaps a little less special. 

Matt Bowser serves as Entomologist at the Kenai National Wildlife Refuge. You can find more information 

at http://www.fws.gov/refuge/kenai/ or http://www.facebook.com/kenainationalwildliferefuge. 

USFWS Kenai National Wildlife Refuge 

Yes, Earthworms are changing the Kenai  by Matt Bowser 

What is wrong with this picture? These cottonwood roots grew under-

ground but are now exposed after European nightcrawlers and two other 

earthworm species consumed the upper soil layers near the boat launch 

at Stormy Lake (credit: M. Bowser/USFWS, September 15, 2016). 

     Last month when I stepped into the woods 

after a day’s work on Stormy Lake I saw a sight I 

had seen only in pictures from the Upper Mid-

west. “Oh my goodness!” I declared as a ques-

tion of mine was immediately, strikingly an-

swered. 

     The upper soil layers were completely gone! 

Here, under cottonwoods, birches, alders, and 

devil’s club, the forest floor should have been 

blanketed with a thick carpet of last fall’s leaves 

and several inches of decomposing leaf litter un-

derneath. These thick layers had disappeared, 

leaving formerly underground tree roots exposed. 

This is exactly the same story that played out 

around the Great Lakes, where exotic earth-

worms removed the upper soil layers at rates of 

up to three inches per year, baring tree roots and 

leading to real ecological changes. 

     Earthworms first came to the attention of biol-

ogists at the Kenai National Wildlife Refuge in 

2010. This concern culminated in research led by 

Deanna Saltmarsh, an Alaska Pacific University 

graduate student, who reported on the distribu-

tion and abundance of exotic earthworms on the 

Refuge (http://bit.ly/2dWpgVn). We now have a 

good idea of which earthworm species are pre-

sent, where they tend to occur, and even how 

they got there, but we had not previously seen 

any real consequences of this invasion on the Ke-

nai Peninsula. 

     Now we know, and the answer is “yes”, earth-

worms do and will change things here. 

     I returned to Stormy Lake last week to find 

out which earthworm species were culpable and  

to measure how much soil had been lost. Pouring mustard 

solution on the ground, which irritates earthworms, brings 

them “screaming” to the surface. The results were definite-

ly impressive at Stormy Lake. I could have filled jars with 

European nightcrawlers longer than my hand fleeing the 

temporarily caustic soil. In smaller numbers were two oth-

er exotic earthworm species: octagonal-tail worms and gilt-

tail worms. 

     Up to nine vertical inches of soil have been removed 

here, leaving tree roots completely suspended above the 

ground in places. All leaf litter was consumed; only leaves 

that fell recently graced the ground. Under the new leaves 

a continuous, shallow covering of worm castings covered 

mineral soil. 

     We know now that exotic earthworms can remove the 
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upper soil layers here as has happened in the 

Upper Midwest, but what will this mean for 

plants and animals of the Kenai Peninsula? 

You probably learned that earthworms are 

good for garden plants, 

and this is generally true. Earthworms do make 

a garden richer, speeding the decomposition of 

organic matter, so some plants benefit. And 

here on the Kenai, some earthworm predators 

such as American robins and even coho salm-

on make good use of this previously unavaila-

ble food resource. 

     The flipside is that what is beneficial to 

some species may be detrimental to other spe-

cies. In the Great Lakes region, earthworms 

have caused local declines in animals and 

plants that depend on a thick leaf litter layer 

including ovenbirds, red-backed voles, shrews, 

salamanders, shield ferns, and star flowers. 

     We can make educated guesses as to how 

plants and animals on the Kenai Peninsula 

might respond as earthworms spread and alter soil 

properties. Of our forest types, spruce and hemlock 

should be impacted the least because most earthworms 

do not like the acidic soils of conifer forests. Hard-

wood forests, such as what surrounds Stormy Lake, 

are where changes should be most dramatic. Here, un-

derstory plants like ferns, star flowers, and watermel-

on berries are likely to decline while grasses may be-

come more abundant. 

Our voles and shrews may be disfavored by the loss of 

leaf litter while robins stand to benefit. 

     Earthworms, especially European nightcrawlers, 

also have the potential to change our forests more 

directly by eating seeds—lots of them. They prefer 

smaller seeds like birch over larger seeds like spruce, 

removing up to 100% of birch seeds deposited on the 

soil surface, but worms are probably less important 

seed consumers than rodents in natural settings. 

     Thankfully, earthworms generally do not get 

around well on their own, spreading at a glacial rate of 

less than 30 feet per year. The nightcrawlers at Stormy 

Lake, as with populations established at Canoe Lake 

and other popular fishing lakes on the Kenai Peninsu-

la, were almost certainly released there by anglers. 

Even at Stormy Lake, it appears that only an acre next 

to the boat launch has been dramatically affected by 

earthworms to date. One hundred yards up the access 

road I found a thick, intact layer of decomposing 

leave litter and only one nightcrawler. Three hundred 

yards away near the Spur Highway I found no night-

crawlers. 

     We can still truly say that most of our natural 

landscape has been little changed by European earth-

worms being introduced to the Kenai. But now we 

know that this is beginning to change, dramatically so 

in some places. 

     Matt Bowser serves as Entomologist at the Kenai 

National Wildlife Refuge. You can find more infor-

mation at http://www.fws.gov/refuge/kenai/ or http://

www.facebook.com/kenainationalwildliferefuge. 

USFWS Kenai National Wildlife Refuge 

At least 17 earthworms crawl out of the soil in response to mustard powder 

solution. Note the absence of decomposing leaves; only coarser, woody 

material remains above mineral soil. (credit: M. Bowser/USFWS, October 

13, 2016). 
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Wildflower wizard Verna Pratt dies in Anchorage  
     reprinted from Alaska Dispatch News 

Verna and Frank Pratt were honored by the Anchorage chap-

ter of the Alaska Master Gardeners with a Lifetime Achieve-

ment Award for 40 years of teaching and contributions to the 

understanding of Alaska wildflowers. The Pratts at their East 

Anchorage home with the award, a large stone just right for 

the garden, on Wednesday, October 21, 2009. (Fran Durner / 

ADN archive 2009) 

     Alaska master gardener Verna E. Pratt died in An-

chorage on Sunday, Jan. 8. She was considered a pio-

neer in popularizing knowledge of native Alaska plants 

among home gardeners and outdoor recreationalists. 

According to the Alaska Women's Hall of Fame, into 

which she was inducted in 2014, Pratt was born Sept. 

30, 1930. 

     She was the sixth of eight children in a Massachu-

setts farm family and, from a young age, took a great 

deal of interest in flowers, both those growing in her 

mother's garden and those in the fields and woods 

around her home. 

      She moved to Alaska in 1966 with her military hus-

band, Frank, who often took photographs of the plants 

that obsessed his wife. In 1982 the couple founded the 

Alaska Native Plant Society and Verna served as the 

group's president until 1988. 

     Dissatisfied with the hefty, academic, black-and-

white texts available at the time, the Pratts collaborated 

on "Field Guide to Alaskan Wildflowers Commonly 

Seen Along Highways and Byways," which they self-

published in 1989. 

     With its beautiful color pictures, easy-to-read text, 

sturdy binding and light weight, the book became a 

regional hit, selling 25,000 copies within two years. 

Pratt, a self-educated amateur botanist, organized the 

book by the color of the plants rather than their scien-

tific nomenclature. Other amateurs found that her sys-

tem was intuitive and easy to use, particularly when 

encountering a strange flower in the field. 

     Several other books followed, including 

"Wildflowers Along the Alaska Highway" and 

"Wildflowers of Denali National Park." The books 

earned her an award from the National Council of State 

Garden Clubs. 

     In 1992, Pratt talked to the ADN about how she 

came by her encyclopedic knowledge through years of 

observation and assiduous note-taking. "A lot of people 

say, 'You should get a degree; people would pay more 

attention,' " she said. "What's the point? So I can say I 

have a degree? I feel I've worked hard at what I've 

done and I'm surprised someone with a degree hasn't 

done it." 
   Continued next page... 

Wildflower expert Verna Pratt, left, describes the height differ-

ences in certain flower species to seminar participants along 

Denali’s Park Road just west of Toklat River during a Murie 

Science and Learning Center field seminar entitled 

“Wildflowers: A Closer Look,” in Denali National Park and 

Preserve. (Joshua Borough / ADN archive 2006) 



 

 

     Nonetheless, Pratt became a renowned 

teacher. She led scores of popular hiking 

tours, identifying wild plants in sites from 

city parks to remote, steep Alaska moun-

tainsides. She taught classes in the Anchor-

age Community Schools program and was 

an adjunct lecturer in the University of 

Alaska Anchorage's Alaska Wilderness 

Program. She led field trips at the Murie 

Science and Learning Center in Denali Na-

tional Park and at the Portage Visitor Cen-

ter. She taught at the Alaska Botanical 

Gardens, in Anchorage public schools and 

was a featured speaker at the International 

Rock Garden Plant Conference in Edin-

burgh, Scotland, in 2001. In 2009 she and 

Frank were the first people to receive a 

Lifetime Achievement Award from the 

Anchorage Chapter of the Alaska Master 

Gardeners. 

     Frank Gardner Pratt Jr. died in Anchor-

age in 2012. Verna was also preceded in death by her daughter, Lynn Frost. She is survived by sons Frank III 

of Eagle River and DeWayne of Littleton, Colorado, their wives and children. 

     Funeral arrangements are pending. 
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Spring is Just Around the Corner! 
 

… Have you overwintered any bulbs or fuchsias? If so, be sure to 

lightly water them every two or three weeks. And it’s time to check 

them… here’s what my narcissus look like in my 45-degree garage!

  

Verna Pratt holds a wild flower arrangement which has Shooting Star, Pink 

Pussy Toes, Siberian Aster, Forget-Me-Not and Siberian Spring Beauty at her 

East Anchorage home June 3, 2007. (Bob Hallinen / ADN archive 2007)  
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January Meeting Recap: 

What’s an Exotic Plant in a Rapidly Changing Climate? 

   By John Morton, Kenai National Wildlife Refuge 

John  Morton shared the results of his work and research in his January __ presentation to the garden club 

members. He presented an array of interesting facts, including:  

· Yes, the climate is warming! 

· Just because a plant is an “exotic” doesn’t mean it’s bad. For instance, we’ve spent a lot of money to 

eradicate elodia from our local waterways, but State Forestry is giving away another exotic, lodgepole 

pine. 

· Earthworms are exotic to the peninsula. 

· Because of the 10-mile-wide isthmus at Turnagin Arm, the Kenai Peninsula is somewhat isolated from 

advancing plants. 

· There are more than 140 species of invasive plants currently on the peninsula. 

· Treeline on the peninsula is rising about 10 meters per decade, and our fire season now officially be-

gins April 1 instead of May 1.  

· Woody shrubs and black spruce are moving into the sphagnum peatlands on the Peninsula. 

· The spruce bark beetle outbreak is turning our white spruce forests into grasslands. 

· Burr oak and red oak are now found here on the peninsula. 

· There is salmon stress in non-glacial streams due to rising water temperatures. 

· There are 27 new species of birds found on the peninsula since 2007. 

· The western Kenai Peninsula is in the process of changing from a mixed boreal forest to a Saskatche-

wan-like grassland. An estimated 1/3 of the peninsula will make this change by the next century. 

· Soldotna is a zone 4a; Sterling a zone 4b. 

· Our growing season on the peninsula is now 196-219 days long; by 2090-2099, it’s predicted to be 

220-243 days long. 

· So how should we handle exotics? John recommends: Can it cause harm? If yes, get rid of it. If it is just 

a species moving north, maybe let them spread. 

John mentioned several articles about peninsula-related research in his presentation. Look in this issue for two 

of them: Bird Cherries on the Kenai, and Yes, Earthworms are Changing the Kenai. 

Thanks John, for sharing so much information about the place we call home! 


