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I have been a Master Gardener Volunteer for close to 20 years, but a 
hands-on gardener all of my life.  My gardening experience started at 
an extremely early age because my parents owned and operated a 
second generation greenhouse in northern Wisconsin.  My grandfather 
learned his greenhouse skills as a gardener in Krakow, Poland, and 

passed them on to my dad.  Although I didn’t realize it at the time, my parents’ small attempt to earn 
extra income gave me many life skills that have carried me through the years.  Each spring Dad 
would prepare the flats of soil under the warmth of the early February sun coming through the 
greenhouse windows.  His concoction of Vermiculite, sand, compost, and soil in a “special recipe” 
would nurture the small seedlings once they sprouted.  He’d carefully tamp and level the soil in 
these “flats” (boxes of the mix, approximately 3” deep x 2’wide x 3’ long) until all the lumps were 
gone, explaining that a level surface would prevent puddling of water and minimize the chances of 
the seedlings “dampening off”.  Once the seeds were sown (petunia seeds were the hardest to 
sprout because they were so 
small to handle and fragile 
until they developed their 
second set of leaves), the 
flats of seeds would be car-
ried to a propagating bed, 
which was situated above a 
hand made stove kept at just 
the right temperature to en-
courage sprouting.  Too 
much heat from the wood 
stove and the seeds would 
roast or dry out – too little and 
they would mold.  Once the 
seedlings had their second 
leaves, I’d learn how to trans-
plant them into more flats of 
soil, marked off in a grid-work pattern so we would always know how many plants were in a flat, and 
we could gauge their survival rate.  Careful records were kept of each variety of seed, the seed 
source (back then, almost everything came from Old’s Seed Company because theirs was “the 
best”), planting date, germination rate, transplanting date, and date we transferred the flats to the 
hardening off area in outside beds with large covering windows.  This process was repeated for all 
the flowers and vegetables we grew to sell to the public in late May or early June.  People would 
come from miles around to purchase my parents’ plants, often telling us that they remembered buy-
ing plants from my grandfather on that same homestead.  My dad’s methods were a carryover of 
what he learned from his father, and there was little in the arena of new methods.  Today, we know 
so much more about propagation and survival rates, but back then there were few chemicals or anti-
dotes for plant failure.  You just tried a different method next year, based on the journal you kept, 
showing successes and failures.  Isn’t this what we do now if we are intent on improving our out-
come? 
 
So what does all of this reminiscing have to do with modern day gardening?  It brings to mind the 
many things we can teach our children, grandchildren, or anyone else who comes into our lives.  I 
did not realize as a child growing up in a greenhouse environment that my parents were giving me 
life skills, the ability to meet people at an early age, a strong tie with the earth and amazement at the 
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