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Master Gardener Volunteers

Governor Sonny Perdue is issuing a proclamation this year making Saturday,

March 17th, Master Gardener Day in Georgia. I think it is great when certain groups are

honored by proclamation for their hard work. These days you see the title “Master

Gardener” used frequently. Unfortunately, many folks are not sure who these people are

and what they do for our community. This week, let’s take a look at Master Gardening

and what it means to those of us living in Lumpkin County.

The Master Gardener program actually started in Tacoma, Washington in 1972.

In the 70’s Tacoma was a rapidly growing area and the local Extension office was

swamped with phone call and requests for garden and horticulture related assistance.

Local county agents saw that there was no way they could keep up with the demands of

the growing population. They finally came up with an innovative solution to the problem.

They recruited a number of excellent gardeners as volunteers and provided them with

additional training in horticulture. These new “Master Gardeners” then helped the

Extension staff meet the demands for gardening information. The program was so

successful that it spread across the country.

Former Lumpkin County Extension Director Kenneth Beasly trained the first

group of Lumpkin County volunteers in 1991. The training for Master Gardeners

involves 23 two-hour class sessions. They start with an overview of botany and related

plant sciences and go through classes on vegetables, annuals, trees, turfgrass, and more.

After completing the training the participants perform 50 hours of volunteer service under

the direction of the County Extension office to become certified Master Gardeners.

Master Gardener training classes are held about once every five to seven years in

Dahlonega. A class of 36 new “interns” from a 3-county area is currently in training.

Last year there were 33 active certified Master Gardeners in Lumpkin County.

They were involved in a multitude of volunteer projects across the county. They planned

and conducted the annual spring plant clinic at WalMart and organized the Garden Expo

as part of the Mountain Wildflower Festival. The Expo featured exhibits, demonstrations,

a plant sale, and free gardening information. Master Gardeners have been instrumental in

developing and maintaining nature trails or school gardens at three of our public schools.

Master Gardeners have also volunteered by serving on the Park and Recreation

Department Trails Advisory Committee and by participating in the Appalachian Trail

Conservancy Invasive Plant Survey. Of course they also assisted in the local Extension

office and made home garden visits to help friends and neighbors with garden questions.

Believe it or not this group of dedicated gardeners contributed 2,098 hours of

volunteer service last year worth an estimated $37,847. They contacted 2,967 individuals

and traveled a total of 7,667 miles in the process. They made many garden club

presentations, wrote newspaper articles and the list goes on and on.

This amazing group of hardworking volunteers has made a real impact on our

community and has proven to be a wonderfully effective way to multiply the efforts of

the local Extension office. I hope you will join me in saluting them on Master Gardener

Day this Saturday. You will never find a nicer or more community service minded group

of people! For more information about Master Gardening contact the Extension office or

Georgia Mountains Master Gardener Association president, Marilyn Oberhousen.

