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Limestone, Madison, and Morgan

AND/BACK Counties are collaborating to produce
Porsollooio el ot an outstanding program for the AMGA
State Conference and Business Meeting,

May 6 to 8, 2026 in Huntsville at The Westin Conference Center and Hotel.

Wednesday will be filled with workshops and tours, including the U.S.
Space and Rocket Center, Hudson Alpha Institute for Biotechnology,
Huntsville Botanical Garden, Harvest Square Nature Preserve, Bonnie Plant
Farms, and a stunning private garden.

After Wednesday's reception in the Westin's courtyard, you'll have the
pleasure of hearing Harvey Cotten, co-author of Easy Gardens for the
South, and Director Emeritus of the Alabama Nurserymen’s Association.
Known for his friendly, casual speaking style, his subject “What’s New in
2026: Must Haves for Your Garden!” promises to be educational.

There'll be a myriad of products in the silent auction, which begins
Wednesday afternoon, and you'll want to check out the vendors who will
definitely lure you with garden-related items. If you have any time left,
there’s a world-class shopping center just steps outside The Westin at the
Bridge Street Town Centre Mall.

Thursday's speakers are Jesse Akozbek, the Feral Forager; Darryl Patton,
the Southern Herbalist; Edward Pate, Extension Master Gardener and
Patrick Thompson, Curator at Davis Arboretum.

Dr. Douglas Tallamy, best-selling author of MNature’s Best Hope and
professor at the University of Delaware, will be our Thursday evening
speaker. His "Homegrown National Parks," aims to inspire small changes
that will create diverse ecosystems right at home.

Friday morning, as the conference ends, Cindy Upton from NASA will
speak about “Gardening in Space,” tying our theme, “Gardening to the Moon
and Back,” to the Rocket City many of us call home!

SAVE THE DATE! Registration will open January 15, 2026, so be looking for
a postcard with a QR code link in early January 2026.
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- -\Q\i\ Fall is just around the corner according to the calendar,
“but it sure seems like summer is still full steam ahead! |

"Come, littlglvzs," ¢
Said the wind ong day. &

 know it's time to plant fall flowers, veggies and herbs and & S Of red and gold,
. For summgr is past:
will. It just seems to warm yet. Plus, I'm still harvesting "} iafind the dags grow cold &

the bounty of the summer garden. Does anyone else struggle with
this every year?

This is also the time of year when one of my favorite native shrubs is =8 eirevibeons
in all of its glory. You guessed it - American Beautyberry (Callicarpa | | i ~ Soon, fast aslfcszp
americana); this is its time to shinel The flowers are very insignificant : ey
but the beautiful magenta berries more than make up for it. The 2
berries are a great source of food for the birds; in fact, a mockingbird A4 g :
was perched on a branch today in my yard having a feast. By the time | got back with my camera,
he was gone. The berries make a lovely jelly, and the plant was beneficial as medicine for many
Native American tribes. Research from Florida Extension shows that the leaves are a very
effective insect repellant, deterring fire ants, ticks, deer flies and mosquitoes. An all-around
welcome native plant in my landscape!

By the time you read this, we will have already enjoyed the AMGA Fall Seminar which was
hosted by Shelby County this year. And we will have given away a 2026 Conference registration
package to a lucky Master Gardener! Plans are already underway for planning next year’s Fall
Seminar in Auburn. We already know the date won't be during a home football week!

Speaking of the 2026 Conference, | hope you read the lead article in this newsletter all about the
upcoming conference in Huntsville. Their three-county team has been working hard to make this
a great conference.

Always remember, time began in a garden.
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ADVISORY COUNCIL MEETING AMGA BOARD OF DIRECTORS MEETING
November 4, 2025 10:00 - 12:00 December 2, 2025 10:00 - 12:00
Petals From the Past Jemison, AL Petals From the Past Jemison, AL
Come participate in the exchange of information, All are welcome to attend and
ideas, concerns and solutions from hear about the business of
Extension MGAs across the state. Alabama Master Gardeners Association

December 16, 2025 2025 EMG INTERN GRADUATION Auburn University

DAYLIGHT SAVINGS TIME AMGA 2026 CONFERENCE AMGA 2027 CONFERENCE
ends November 2, 2025 May 6-8 in Huntsville April 7-9, Jefferson County
MGA hosting

AWARDS and criteria for them can be found at
https://alabamamga.org/amga-awards/
Deadline for submission is January 31, 2026.

DECEMBER 15 Winter Pathways and
Happenings articles are due.




AMGA VICE PRESIDENT
Julie Conrey

A faint whisper of cooler air has been felt in Gulf Coast gardens. Is this Mother Nature’s whimsy,
or has fall booked an Airbnb here for the next few months? We wait in quiet anticipation for a chill
to settle in, giving us and our gardens time to rest and retool.

Cooler days haven't deterred our AMGA Conference committees in Huntsville and Jefferson
County. Many EMG volunteers with these associations are coming in hot with great plans for
memorable conferences. It's not too early to save May 6-8, 2026, for the AMGA Conference in
Huntsville and April 7-9, 2027, for the AMGA Conference in Jefferson County. Please plan now to
attend both events, learning and growing with other EMG volunteers from throughout Alabama.

Here's how local associations can help the Huntsville Conference committee now. Donations from
local associations are used to assemble baskets that are bid on at the silent auction. Associations
are encouraged to send monetary donations for the Huntsville Conference before the end of the
year. Donations can be sent to AMGA Treasurer Susan Steele, PO Box 3031, Decatur, Alabama,
35602. Donations will also be collected on Tuesday, November 4, at the Advisory Council meeting
beginning at 10 a.m. at Petals from the Past in Jemison. Registration for the Huntsville Conference
starts on January 15.

Thank you to all the EMG volunteers throughout the state for working so hard to put these
conferences together. Please know your time and efforts are appreciated!
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AMGA AWARDS
Jim Harris, Chair

Hello everyone,

I'm not sure what season it is, “Fummer or Sall. | hope the days stay like they are for a while
longer; | have late tomatoes | sure need to get ripe.

The Awards Committee has asked Danny Norman, St. Clair County MGA, to serve on the
committee, and he accepted. That will give us the required 5 members.

We have been able to complete a couple of unfilled orders for advanced stars and badges from
last year. Please remember to update your volunteer hours if you haven't done so. This will help
when it gets closer to the December 31 deadline, and you have to have your volunteer hours
completed.

We're looking for new vendors for our stars, badges and awards. We plan to have this completed
and accounts set up by January 1.

We ask that each association review the requirements for the Newsletter, Gary Murray, Jean Lee,
Top Hours of the Year and Mary Lou McNabb Awards so you can complete your nhominations soon
after Jan 1. If you have any questions about these awards, please contact me at
jharris997@aol.com.

Hope to see you at the Columbiana Fall Seminar or if not, at the Blount County Seminar in

ctober. %qﬁfA ﬁ % g‘
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ENDOWMENT COMMITTEE
Kim Johnson, Chair

One of the major projects of your Alabama Master Gardeners Association was the establishment
of two permanent endowments. These endowments are held by the Auburn University Foundation.
The purpose of these endowments is to provide two awards for students in the Department of
Horticulture; one is an undergraduate scholarship, and one is a graduate scholarship.

The endowments were created through an initial gift of $10,000 and subsequent contributions
until the endowments were fully funded. Individual Master Gardeners or associations can still
contribute to these endowments even though they are fully funded. This helps to increase the
amount available for awards. This is a great way to honor the memory of a member who has
passed or a way to honor a special Master Gardener.

T OO

AMGA MEMBERSHIP
Rose McCauley, Chair

When you sign into the Service Report, you must complete a two-page entry to access your
information. This has been done for security reasons. Your “My Page” also has a new look. Your
current and previous year service hours are shown. As a reminder, please enter your hours in a
timely manner so you don't have to spend New Year’s Eve trying to enter them all for the year.

We continue to make changes on Dues Tracker. We now have the ability to see the association
that collects AMGA dues when a MG is a member of more than one county association. Member
status updates will be completed weekly but demotions (when a member does not report 25/10
hours during the year) will only be done in January of each year.

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact me at jrmprat@charter.net.

T OO

AMGA NEWSLETTER
Sheila Bolen, Editor

What fun it is to read what all the associations are doing! Some are busy, busy, busy! and some are
slow and steady. The projects you've planned won't get done unless you get out there and get that
dirt under your fingernails. Then you can get the camera/phone out and take pictures to share with
all of us. There’s nothing like sharing your accomplishments with like-minded folks.

What was your association’s favorite project, tour or ??? in 2025? School garden, demo garden,
nursery tour, or did you take a trip to a favorite garden? When you send in your next article (due 15
December) please include 3-4 pictures and a short synopsis of your membership’s choice (100
words or less). This will be separate and in addition to your usual articles - there go those groans!
We're planning a Special Edition of Association Favorites of 2025 so think of all your association has
done in 2025 and pick your fav! Reporters - you can designate a separate “reporter” for the extra
article/pictures. Have them send it to you and then you forward it to me.

Please be mindful of the criteria for your Happenings articles. They're posted on the AMGA website
at AMGA Newsletter Criteria.

If the Happenings Reporter for your association has changed, please let me know. Nobody wants to
get emails that should go to somebody else.
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AMGA NOMINATING COMMITTEE
Amy Weis, Chair

The Nominating Committee is grateful to all the enthusiastic EMGs that have come forward to
serve on the Board, or to nominate someone they feel qualified to do so. We will continue to receive
nominations until November 9 (coinciding with the last Advisory Council Meeting of 2025 on
November 4). As a reminder, the open positions include two At-Large positions (three-year terms)
and one on the Nominating Committee (two-year term). All positions will start upon election at the
2026 conference. To nominate yourself, please send an email with your expression of interest, a
brief bio, and a photo of yourself to any member of the nominating committee. To nominate
someone else, you must obtain their permission, as well as their bio and a photo to send to any
member of the nominating committee. All candidates must be Certified Active to be eligible.
For nominations made by email please submit to one of the following Nominating Committee
members: Amy Weis (Jefferson), amym426@gmail.com; Don Richerson (Baldwin),
drdon50@bellsouth.net; or Janell Diggs (Capital City) ajdiggst23@yahoo.com.

T OO

AMGA PROJECT FUNDING
Kate Vogel, Chair

The purpose of the Project Funding Committee is to develop and administer a program that
annually provides AMGA financial assistance, up to $2000, to outstanding Master
Gardener projects throughout the state of Alabama.

At the 2025 AMGA Conference Cherokee County was awarded funds to double the footprint of the
21st Century program serving "at-risk" students at Cherokee Middle School; Chilton County
received funds for tools to continue maintenance of the Chilton County MGA Demonstration
Garden. 2024 Project Funding recipients were Master Gardeners of North Alabama, Wiregrass,
Limestone, Lawrence, Blount, and Calhoun MGAs.

If your association has not received a grant in the past two years, please consider submitting a
request by January 31, 2026, for next year. All requirements are listed at alabamamga.org.

T OO

AMGA RECORDS and RETENTION
Michael Thomason, Chair

The Alabama Master Gardeners Association Board of Directors has been updating the working
documents of the association. When these documents have been revised and approved, they will
be archived in the Records and Retention hard drive in an editable format under the file name,
Working Documents. Saving the documents in an editable format will facilitate amendments and
changes at a later date.

This hard drive is maintained by the Records and Retention Chair as a part of AMGA'’s official
records. As a further precaution, a copy of these editable documents will be held by the President,
Vice-President and AMGA Webmaster.

AMGA 2026 CONFERENCE The Rocket City

GARDENING ad

EON

AND./‘BACK

Limestone - Madison - Morgan



mailto:amym426@gmail.com
mailto:amym426@gmail.com
mailto:amym426@gmail.com
mailto:amym426@gmail.com
mailto:amym426@gmail.com
mailto:drdon50@bellsouth.net
mailto:drdon50@bellsouth.net
mailto:drdon50@bellsouth.net
mailto:drdon50@bellsouth.net
mailto:drdon50@bellsouth.net
mailto:%20ajdiggst23@yahoo.com
mailto:%20ajdiggst23@yahoo.com
mailto:%20ajdiggst23@yahoo.com
mailto:%20ajdiggst23@yahoo.com
mailto:%20ajdiggst23@yahoo.com
http://alabamamga.org/
http://alabamamga.org/
http://alabamamga.org/

AMGA SPEAKERS’ BUREAU
Susan K. Hagen, Chair

We have just a brief update this quarter on the Speakers’ Bureau's expansion of topics to include
assistance for local association officers in conducting meetings and in writing internal
communications. The endeavor moves forward slowly but steadily and has been endorsed by the
AMGA Board of Directors. Of course, the Bureau continues to welcome speakers offering
programs serving our original purpose of supporting local associations with program options and
providing public outreach. See https://alabamamga.org/amga-speakers-bureau-2/ for more

information.

AMGA TREASURER
Susan Steele

Reminder: 2026 dues are due beginning October 1 through December 31. Association checks
should be made out to AMGA and mailed to:
AMGA Treasurer, Susan Steele
PO Box 3031
Decatur, AL 35602
If your association would like to make a monetary contribution to the 2026 conference, “Gardening
to the Moon and Back” silent auction, a check should be mailed to the above address. Please
include “Silent Auction” on the “For” line of your donation check.

e O e
MONARCH CATERPILLARS
Joanne Holloway, Shelby County

When | arrived home from the AMGA Fall Seminar yesterday, | turned the hose on and quenched
my flowers’ thirst. On inspection | noticed many large and tiny yellow and black caterpillars. After
consulting with Google Lens, | jumped for joy as it read ‘monarch caterpillars.’

Returning to work, even though it is part-time, has resulted in some neglect in my volunteering
and participation in Master Gardener activities and even in my own flower garden! Frustrated and
disheartened by the aphid attacks and the increased deer population only added to the stress. Then
along comes the little monarch caterpillars and despite the challenges, far greater than mine, they
persevere! It was clearly seen and heard at the seminar yesterday that ACES and AMGA have the
responsibility and dedication to make a positive impact on the future. | thank all the speakers for
making that positive impact.

Photographer: Joanne Holloway
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‘Tis the Season
Fallis in the air! Well, it is this morning as | write my article.

Fallis the season many southerners relish after summer’s heat and humidity. While summer 2025
started much milder than usual, the last few weeks blistered our gardens with Alabama'’s typical
weather. The return of fall makes me happy every year.

To brag on our program year, I'd like to reflect on the purpose of our Extension Master Gardener
Volunteer Program - to create a team of collaborative educators. Take the research-based
knowledge you gain from this program and share it with your community. And because you do this
as avolunteer, | think it’s a tremendous value-add for our state! Do you?

At the same time, we must report this impact to ensure our efforts are known - remember the adage
about a tree falling without anyone present to hear it? Please remember to update your volunteer-
hour and CEU reports before holiday festivities fill your calendar, and make sure they are completed
before December 31. Use the definitions beside each category to ensure we’re documenting our
purpose is fulfilled.

Last year, you reported 182,892 total hours by the deadline. Sadly, 15,000 hours were reported late;
shorting the value of our federal annual report by roughly $500,000. So, let’s turn over a new leaf
this year. Shine a light on our Alabama EMG Volunteer Program and the many ways you make a
positive impact.

As one example from 2025, here’s a fun celebration to
share. Some of you helped Alabama become the 5"
state to join the Great Southeast Pollinator Census. This
was an easy and rewarding way to support pollinator
research. More than 2,600 people, you alongside other
citizen scientists, represented our state. At this writing,
your combined effort made 1,185 entries - your insect
count per 15-minute observation period.

Thank you for the many ways your service celebrates our mission and purpose!

Aoy

State Coordinator, Alabama EMG Volunteer Program




AMGA FALL SEMINAR
Kate Vogel

Shelby County MGA sponsored the AMGA Fall Seminar, "All About Pollinators,” September 16 at
First Baptist Church of Columbiana.

Topics presented were: “Benefits of Pollinators in Our Gardens,” “Alabama Native Plants for
Pollinators,” “Beneficial Nighttime Pollinators” and “Pollinator Friendly Pest Control” and were well
received by all. The conference was attended by over 140 MGs from around the state meeting to
learn more about pollinators.

As promised, a drawing was held for one free registration to the AMGA Conference in Huntsville,
May 6-8, 2026. The lucky winner was Cheryl Smith, member of East Central Alabama MGA.
Congratulations, Cheryl!

AMGA President Debbie Boutelier thanked the Shelby County Master Gardeners for hosting the
seminar and wrote, "Your association did such a great job with the seminar. The facility was
wonderful, the food was great, and your selection of topics and speakers seemed to appeal to all.
The number of door prizes were welcomed. Your members were kind, accommodating, and always
had a smile on their faces. | heard nothing but compliments!"

Photographer: Karen Jensen L-R: Richard Sturm, Karen Mims, Dennis Stanek
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BLOUNT COUNTY MGA FALL CONFERENCE
Susan Hagen

Blount County Master Gardeners held their 16t annual Fall Conference on October 2, 2025, at the
year-old Extension facility at the Blount County Multipurpose Center in Cleveland Alabama. This
year’s four-CEU program, “Gardening for Birds, Bees, Butterflies, and Bugs,” featured Extension
Agent and plant pathologist Jim Jacobi giving advice on insect control in the garden, and Extension
Agent and ACES Beekeeping Team member Allyson Shabel offering advice on keeping honeybees
healthy. Scot Duncan, Executive Director of Alabama Audubon, spoke of the importance of birds to
Alabama’s biodiversity and how to combat the dangers bird populations face in gardens and urban
settings. Author and butterfly researcher, Paulette Ogard rounded out the conference’s theme with
plant, shrub, and tree suggestions for all stages in the life cycles of Alabama’s butterflies.

From asters to tulip poplars, the audience of 160 garden aficionados learned about native plants to
cultivate and chemical “fixes” to avoid to keep our Alabama ecosystem healthy. Attendees had the
opportunity to purchase some of those native plants from Jason Powell of Petals from the Past.
The next BCMGA fall conference will be Thursday, October 1, 2026, at the Multipurpose Center.

Blount County EMGs at BCMGA fall conference.
Front row far right - Bethany O’'Rear

Sitting: Kay Hayes;
L-R: Vicki Peoples,
Mary Hendley, Melissa Tucker,
Deborah Easterwood

“Gardening for Birds,
Bees, Butterflies,
and Bugs”

Paulette Ogard

Congratulations Blount County
MGA on an educational
and fun-filled conference.

Photographers: Susan Hagen, Amanda Redman
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Gardening Outside the Lines:
The Chaos Method

Flori Meeks Hatchett

Do you value creative expression
and spontaneity more than
consistent tidiness and order? Do
you love surprises or have a bit of a
rebellious side?

If you answered yes to any of these
questions, then chaos gardening
may be for you. This casual, unfussy
approach to gardening — which
calls for scattering seeds over soil
and seeing what happens — can
also be a good fit for beginners who
feel intimidated about mastering
gardening processes. It's a nice
choice for people with limited
energy or physical limitations, too,
because it puts the pleasure of
growing things and spending time
outdoors within their reach.

Disorder can be a good thing

Chaos gardening has been surging
in popularity. TikToks on this topic
have been attracting millions of
views, and last year, even the
distinguished Royal Horticultural
Society Chelsea Flower Show
included chaos gardens among its
displays.

It could be that the timing is right.
Chaos gardening, with its more
hands-off, natural approach, aligns
with the growing trend toward
simplicity and minimalism in
lifestyles.

It's also possible that as people
give chaos gardening a try, they're
finding it has even more perks than
they imagined. For one thing, it can
make your life as a gardener easier.
Chaos gardens tend to require less
weeding, watering, and general
maintenance compared to
traditional gardens. And the dense
planting helps suppress weeds and
retain moisture in the soil.

This approach contributes to
healthy gardens, too. The root
systems of the many plants you
grow can improve soil structure and

fertility by increasing organic matter
and promoting beneficial microbial
activity, which reduces the need for
artificial fertilizers.

Chaos gardening even acts as a form
of natural pest control if you include
seeds of plants that naturally deter
pests.

On a broader scale, the diverse mix
of plants in a chaos garden attracts
pollinators and beneficial insects,
which is good for the garden and the
overall ecosystem.

Another plus: Gardeners, even those
with little experience, have increased
chances of successfully growing at
least some crops in a chaos garden.
The diversity of plants means that
even if some fail, the odds are good
that some will thrive.

And to many, the wild, unstructured
look of chaos gardens is a thing of
beauty.

So how does this work?

If you'd like to give chaos gardening a
try, the process is fairly
straightforward.

Pick a spot: Select an area that
gets lots of sunlight and has well-
draining soil. If you want to start the
garden in the ground, clear away any
weeds and debris there. You can also
use a raised bed for your chaos
garden. You'll want to fill it with high-
quality, well draining soil and add
organic compost or organic matter to
improve the soil fertility and structure.
The raised bed will give you better
control over soil conditions, and it will
be easy to access and maintain.

Prepare your soil: Loosen the soil
using a garden fork or spade to
improve aeration and drainage. You
don’t need to till deeply, just enough to
break up compacted soil and mix in
some compost.

Aim for plant variety: Select the
seeds you want. You can go with a
mishmash of flowers, herbs,
vegetables and cover crops.

While minimal planning is a
principle of chaos gardening, we do
recommend taking time to make
sure the plants you choose are
suitable for your climate and soil
conditions. It's also worthwhile to
select plants that attract pollinators
and predators of garden pests.
Generally, plants like marigolds,
sunflowers, and clover are great
choices.

Time to plant: No planting in neat
rows for this garden. Scatter your
seeds across the prepared area. Or,
if you want, randomly transplant
seedlings there. Aim for a natural
look, similar to how plants would
grow in the wild.

Add mulch: Spreading a layer of
organic mulch like straw, leaves, or
wood chips over the garden area
will help it thrive. Mulch retains
moisture, suppresses weeds, and
improves  soil health as it
decomposes.

Water wisely: Water your garden
thoroughly after planting. Going
forward, water as needed,
especially during dry spells. If the
soil is dry about 6-8 inches deep,
your plants will need water. The
goal is to encourage deep root
growth and resilience.

Practice minimal intervention: Let
the garden evolve naturally. Weed
selectively, only removing those that
compete too aggressively with your
desired plants. Let beneficial
insects and natural predators
manage pests.

Not for everyone

If the idea of a messy, unordered

garden doesnt sound remotely
attractive to you, that's alright.
Chaos gardening is just one option
out of many for enjoying the
gardening experience.

Gardening Outside the Lines: The
Chaos Method
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