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A 
few years ago, I attend-
ed a workshop on alterna-
tives to wood preservatives 
such as penta. Some of the 

presenters were scientists who have 
spent years learning about the dan-
gers of pressure treated wood (pret-
ty scary stuff). Indeed, several sug-
gested that the most common kinds 
of treated wood be disposed of as 
toxic waste. 

What has this got to do with gar-
deners? One of the questions that 
stumped the ex-
perts was what to 
recommend to gar-
deners who want-
ed to make raised 
beds. Plastic woods 
release a low-vol-
ume but steady 
stream of contam-
inants into soil and food. Treated 
wood releases significant amounts 
of copper, arsenic, and lots of other 
less-than-healthy chemicals.

What’s a gardener to do? Well, how 
about nothing? One panel member 
discussed feeding her large family 
for many years from a garden filled 
with raised beds made without any 
kind of siding at all. 

This gal had been the first woman 
hired to climb power poles to repair 
the lines for a city east of the moun-
tains. Not knowing she was preg-
nant, she climbed up to 30 poles dai-
ly through a very hot summer.

Her baby had many neurologi-
cal deficits that her other children 
don’t share. All of these deficits are 
known symptoms of acute penta 
poisoning.

It makes no sense to line our gar-
den beds with this same material, 
which is unsafe. Instead of building 
boxes, make mounded beds of or-
ganic topsoil and compost. To pre-
vent erosion, top dress with com-
post. 

Plant the sides with creeping 
thyme, oregano, marjoram, hys-
sop, lavender, sage and other hardy 
herbs for an aromatic and attractive 
edging. The pungent scents repel 
pests and the flowers attract bees 
and other pollinators.

Since we now know that the up-
per few inches of soil are alive, till-
ing is no longer recommended. In-
stead, layer on fresh amendments 
each season, blending or covering 
them with compost. If you want an 
amendment to reach the root zone 
of particular plants, add it when 
you plant or before seeding a spe-
cific area. 

Mounded beds are easy to make 
and a breeze to maintain. If you pre-
fer straight lines, that’s fine. Howev-
er, this method allows you to break 
the box, giving your beds graceful 
curves that echo natural ones.

Whatever their shape, the beds 
should be at least 5 to 6 feet wide 
and 8 to 10 feet long. (Smaller 
mounds dry out too quickly.) If you 
prefer larger shapes, add stepping 
stones so you can reach every part 
of your bed without compacting 
your precious soil.

After harvesting, plant a fall cover 
crop such as alfalfa, clover or winter 
peas to restore soil nitrogen. Come 
spring, weed whack or chop the top 
growth and fork it in lightly. This 
also works with young weeds; pull 
them before they set seed and let 
them melt back into the soil, return-
ing nutrients as they rot.

If you have questions, you may direct 
them to: Ann Lovejoy, 8959 Battle Point 
Drive NE, Bainbridge Island, WA 98110.

Ann Lovejoy  |   
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Are your 
birdhouses 

ready for a 
little spring 

cleaning?

HOMETweet

I
t’s time to make sure the bird 
houses are ready. This is a fair-
ly simple spring chore, but one 
that often is forgotten or put off 

too long. By the time we get around 
to the yards’ nest boxes, some birds 
are already are moving in. If that’s 
the case, there is nothing to do but 
stay out of the way.

Cleaning bird houses is like open-
ing Pandoras box. 
You never know 
what you will find. 
When the box is 
opened, its contents 
can vary all over 
the place. Those 
used by the chicka-
dees contain nests 
that are works of 
art. These little 
birds will almost 
fill a house with 

moss, lichens, lint, dog hair and ti-
ny feathers. I always think, “What a 
cozy place for baby birds.”

When a nest is removed from a 
house, we frequently place it on a 
garden bench or windowsill where 
its protected from the weather. In 
the days that follow we often spot 
different birds helping themselves 
to some of the leftover nesting ma-
terial.

Sometimes when a house is 
opened, the experience isn’t pleas-
ant. The remains of an unhatched 
egg cause you to wonder what went 
wrong. If the vents and drain open-
ings in a house are clogged, the re-
mains of the nest probably are 
damp. Insects often are found in or 
under the nest and in the box’s cor-
ners.

A small, stiff wire brush works 
well when cleaning bird houses. It 
removes any material clinging to 
the sides or bottom and gets into 
the corners. After this dry scrub-
bing, spraying the box with chlo-
rine bleach disinfects the inside and 
kills any remaining vermin. It isn’t 
necessary to soak the box. Spray it 

lightly. Once the bleach dries, any 
toxic effect will have evaporated.

If a house has been used, it’s obvi-
ous it should be placed in the same 
location where it was successful. 
If a house has been checked and 
found without a nest, a new loca-
tion might be the solution. A friend 
who passed away several years ago 
was an expert at bird house place-
ment.

When Ken Short installed a bird 
house, chances were excellent it 
would be used. If it was ignored, 
he would determine that it was too 
close to a house already occupied. 
If an occupied house is less than a 
hundred feet away, a second house 
probably won’t be used. There are 
some exceptions. Swallows will 
nest closer to their own species 
than will chickadees, nuthatches 
and other birds that use man-made 
bird houses.

Deciding on a location for a new 
house can be challenging. I’m work-
ing on this problem this month 
and reminding myself of what Ken 
would say. He thought we should 
seek out what the bird would look 
for in the wild. It feels a little fool-
ish to walk around your yard, bird 
house in hand, trying to decide 
where it should go. It looks foolish 
too, but I’ve done it many times.

I want a spot that catches either 
the morning or the afternoon sun 
and faces away from the prevail-
ing winds. I also want it mounted 
as high as we can accomplish and 
this is the biggest challenge. Final-
ly, I keep in mind where those hous-
es used every spring already are lo-
cated.

It’s still cool, but the birds have 
paired off. They’re looking for, and 
deciding on, a place to raise their 
families. If we want them in our 
yard, it’s time to tackle this spring 
chore.

Contact Joan Carson at joanpcar-
son@comcast.net or P.O. Box 532, 
Poulsbo, WA 98370. 

Joan 
Carson  

Bird Lady
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Support Groups 
Schedule Meetings
interfaith volunteer caregiv-
ers has two support groups 
to assist those caring for 
a loved one who is ill and 
those facing any loss.

the caregivers support 
group meets from 2 to 3:30 
p.m. tuesdays at st. Barnabas 
church on Bainbridge island. 
the new grief support group 
will meet from 5 to 6:30 p.m. 
beginning april 3 at st. Barn-
abas.
info: contact karen carson 
at (206) 842-4441 or e-mail to 
ivc@bainbridge.net.

opportunitieS
PAWS Adopting cats, 
Dogs and other Pets
paws of Bremerton, a non-
profit and strictly volunteer 
organization incorporated in 
1975, continues to adopt dis-
carded or unwanted pets to 
loving homes.

the group primarily  adopts 
cats and dogs, but may help 
find homes for other domes-
tic pets. it also works to edu-
cate the public on the prob-
lems of pet over population, 
which leads many shelters to 
euthanize pets. paws does 
not euthanize pets, but shel-
ters the pet until a home is 
found. Members also work 
to provide low cost spay/neu-
ter services, pushes for legis-
lation to protect animals and 
protects pets by screening 
prospective adoptive families 
to ensure a safe, loving home 
for the pet.

the board meets at 7 p.m. 
the second tuesday of each 
month at the pet adoptions 
center on perry avenue in 
east Bremerton.

two to three people volun-
teer daily and volunteers are 
always in short supply. any-
one 16 or older is welcome. 
and the organization always 
has a “wish list,” which 
includes food, pet and clean-
ing supplies.
info: call the shelter at (360) 
373-7043.

Local Firm Donates 
Profits to ‘Walk MS’
thousands of citizens will 
participate in walks in silver-
dale and several other wash-
ington communities april 12 
to raise awareness and dol-
lars in the movement to stop 
multiple sclerosis. a seattle 
walk is planned for april 13.

in silverdale “walk Ms” 
registration begins at 8:30 
a.m. at klahowya secondary 
school, with the walk to fol-
low at 9:30 a.m.  

sun prairie trading co. in 
kitsap Mall will field a team 
walking under the banner 
of “prairie girls walk in the 
sun” and also will donate 
the profits from its april 12 
in-store sales to the national 
Ms society. 

every day at the store team 
members also will sign up 
anyone interested in the 
Ms walk and take dona-
tions as small as $1. Mother 
and daughter owners, karen 
curtis and robin long, are 
directly affected by Ms with 
the diagnosis of their son 
and brother.  

the greater washington 
chapter hopes to raise $2.4 
million this year.
info: visit nationalmssociety.
org and click on the walk Ms 
logo, or call toll free (800) 
344-4867. those interested in 
joining team sun prairie may 
also register online.  


