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Welcome! After a bit of a hiatus, Community Gardens of 
Tucson is re-booting its quarterly newsletter. Since we last 
communicated we have picked up some energetic new Site 
Coordinators, installed a fresh, dedicated Board of Directors, 
re-assigned our Chair as Executive Director, opened one new 
garden, closed two gardens (regretfully) and currently have 
two new gardens in the works. We have developed some 
interesting collaborations, and have some exciting plans for 
the future. We’ve been confronted with challenges (never 
a dull moment) but our gardens continue to thrive, mostly 
because our gardeners (gardeners in general) tend to be 
generous and forgiving souls - aka good sports. 

While restarting this newsletter we would like to 
consciously steer it towards greater collaboration. We hope 
to nurture community gardening throughout the greater 
Tucson area with the mission of promoting, educating and 
inspiring gardeners both within the CGT network and 
outside of it. The purpose of our organization is to foster 
community with a capital C. In this spirit we are tickled to 
be hosting The Composter, the beloved publication of the 
Tucson Organic Gardeners, within these pages. Many of our 

members are also TOG members so it’s a natural move - one 
stop shopping. 

During an early discussion about restarting the newsletter, 
we were teasing out the historic and current role that 
growing plants plays for humans. Melody Peters insightfully 
observed that the garden is a place where nature and culture 

intersect. Viewing gardening 
in this way reveals it be a truly 
expansive activity and we are 
hoping to create an expansive 
publication around that concept. 
Whether you are a beginning 
gardener, a seasoned expert or 
a recent transplant to the Old 
Pueblo, we hope you will find 
lots of interesting things in 

these pages. We hope to hear about your experiences in the 
garden and/or how gardening has been experienced in you. 
Please consider sending an article submission to: admin@
communitygardensoftucson.org. Thanks for being a part of 
our community and Happy Gardening!

Community Gardens of Tucson is a 
partner that without their dedication 
to refugees and new Americans, 
International Rescue Committee 
Tucson would have very limited 

resources for garden space in the 
urban city of Tucson. This recent 
partnership began in 2015 at the Saint 
Demetrios Garden, the first site to host 
refugees under our current program. 
IRC’s Nutrition and Food Security 
Program hosts the garden program, 
which covers costs for a client to enroll 

in a garden plot near their home. CGT 
sites act not only as growing space, but 
as hubs for education and community 
building. During the cooler months, 
the IRC organizes events for clients to 
interact with other garden members 
and the larger community – these are 

typically dinner at which everyone 
brings a dish to share. IRC staff also 
conducts monthly workshops to tailor 
client agrarian skills to the Tucson 
climate, and we host group therapy 
in the gardens with clients in 8-week 
consecutive sessions.
Nottinghill Garden was the second 
garden our clients began occupying. 
This garden site has been one of 
transformation, as much labor from 
clients and volunteers has beautified 
the space. Partnership between IRC 
and CGT enabled the purchase of a 
ramada to provide shade for dinners 
and for the Psychosocial Adjustment 
Groups that IRC conducts during the 
winter and spring months through 
the Center for Well-Being program. 
Infrastructural improvements such 
as these encourage 

By Katrina Martinez 
Nutrition & Food Security Program Supervisor 
International Rescue Committee, Tucson

Educating and Community Building with Refugees and New Americans
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By Melody Peters
This article appeared first in the Rincon Heights Community Garden 
newsletter in August 2014 and has been slightly edited since then.
        
 It is early summer, your squash vines are growing 
luxuriously, and you are counting the blossoms and young 
fruit in anticipation of a big harvest. A couple of days later 
you notice that the vine is wilting and turning yellow, and it 
does not respond favorably when you give it an extra drink 
of water. You are about to face the fact that you have lost 
your vine to the squash vine borer. 
 While it buzzes like a wasp when flying and 
looks a little like a beetle, the squash vine borer (Melitta 
curcurbitae) is actually a clear winged moth with striking 
patterns of red-orange, black and dark green on its 
forewings, abdomen and hind legs.   The female lays her 
eggs on the base of the vines of cucurbits (squash, gourds, 
cucumbers and melons) in the early spring.  After hatching, 
the larvae bore into the vine and start to eat their way up 
inside the stem, destroying the plant’s vascular system and 
killing it quite quickly.  When the larva is fully developed it 
exits the plant, and pupates on or under the soil surface in 
the vicinity.  If the larva builds its cocoon in early to mid-
summer it will emerge as an adult moth ready to start a new 
generation.  Larva that pupate late in the season will do so 
just under the soil surface and emerge the following spring.
  
                                                                             Squash vine borer 

moths. If you spot 
these handsome 
adults look for 
signs of larval 
infestation.

Squash Vine 
Borer larva and 
its frass. 
The frass may 
be your first 
visible sign of the 
problem.

Photo of Squash Vine Borer moths mating and larva with frass from: 
http://www.extension.umn.edu/garden/insects/find/squash-vine-borers/

 Like all boring insect pests (pests that bore, as 
opposed to those that are not interesting), the squash 
vine borer is difficult to manage, especially with organic 
methods. The Internet is full of tips for preventing infection 
and even for saving an infected vine, but none of these 
promise to be failsafe. Here is a rundown of the most 
common strategies:
 Before Planting: If you or your neighbors have had 

trouble with the SVB in the past, there are probably cocoons 
or larva in the top couple of inches of your soil. Dig your 
garden to a depth of at least six inches and turn the soil over 
so as to bury the larva and cocoons deeply. They will have 
difficulty emerging. 
Shop for resistant varieties. Although they can infect all 
cucurbits, SVBs prefer certain varieties of squash. They 
seem to relish varieties of the pepo species, including 
pumpkin and all summer squashes. They are less interested 
in hard stemmed varieties of Cucurbita moschata (such 
as butternut) and squash of this species have the added 
advantage of being able to root anywhere along the vine 
where it touches soil. This means that if the SVB invades the 
base of a plant that has rooted elsewhere along the vine, you 
can at least save part of your plant. Varieties of Cucurbita 
argyrosperma,  or cushaws, are considered resistant to the 
SVB so they are your best bet. You can purchase a great 
selection of cushaw seeds at Native Seeds Search: http://
shop.nativeseeds.org/collections/squash-cushaws
 At Planting:  Sow radish seed around the cucurbit 
seeds as a deterrent. The radish seeds will sprout first and 
hide the emerging squash seedlings. As the radishes gain 
in size their odor will deter the adult moth from laying her 
eggs. Do not harvest the radishes. Adult borers are also 
repelled by catnip and jicama, so consider using those as 
companion plants.
Transplanting: Most people say that you should sow 
cucurbits directly in the ground for best results. Some 
people, however, recommend using plant starts which 
they dip in a thin slurry of kaolin (fine clay). Theoretically 
the whitish color of the kaolin renders the plants 
unrecognizable to the adult egg-laying female. 
Barrier method: You can wrap the base of your vines with 
aluminum foil or pieces of pantyhose. Make sure to start the 
wrap under the soil and extend up the stem by at least six 
inches. 
Killing eggs once they are laid: If you are truly observant 
you might spot the somewhat elongated rust-colored eggs 
on the plant’s stem. You can kill them by spraying them with 
Bt. Don’t bother spraying your whole plant as a preventative 
measure. It won’t work.
 Once your vine has been infected. If you spot a 
greenish damp sawdust-like deposit near the base of your 
vine that is the SVB frass (feces) and you will know that 
a larva is inside your vine.  There are a couple of heroic 
interventions that you can try: 
1. Look for the small entry hole near the frass and using a 
sharp blade (utility knife) slit the stem longitudinally. Pry 
the stem open gently and search for the white larva, extract 
it and kill it (or feed to your chickens if you have them). 
Tape up the slit, or cover slit portion of vine with soil and 
hope for the best.

The Squash Vine Borer, Identification and Management

Continued on p.3
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Hole made by a squash vine borer 
(left). This vine may be beyond 
rescue. Early identification of 
predation by the moth is essential 
if you are to save your vine. Photo 
Melody Peters

2. Once you have located likely site of the larva, use 
a hypodermic needle to inject the vine with a liquid 
suspension of Bt (Bacillus thuringiensis). You should be able 
to purchase this at Arbico Organics.
The above techniques are fussy and not guaranteed to work, 
so the easiest thing is to just pull up the ailing vines, bag 
them and throw them in the trash. Make sure to dispose of 
vines properly (not in compost piles!) as soon as possible to 
minimize future infections.
Garden-wide prevention. In the fall or early spring apply 

beneficial nematodes to the soil. They will kill the soil 
dwelling larva and cocoons along with other common 
insect pests that spend part of their life cycle in the soil 
(including grubs, termites, ants, ticks and even any existing 
mosquito larvae). Beneficial nematodes will not harm 
earthworms, amphibians, reptiles, birds, or mammals. It is a 
very safe control method but rather pricey so make sure to 
follow closely the recommendations for use. 

Female zucchini flower (left).  Withering zucchini flower (right) 
attached to young fruit. Photos Melody Peters

The Squash Vine Borer, Identification and Management, continued from p.2

Community Miscellaney
Tucson Farmers’ Markets, Summer Hours, 2017
•	 Mercado San Agustin Farmers’ Market, 100 S. Avenida 

Del Convento, Ste 126, Tucson, AZ 85745  Thursdays, 
4 p.m. – 7 p.m. This market is run by the Community 
Foodbank of Southern Arizona and will sell your 
produce on commission if you join their Abundant 
Harvest Cooperative. For more information on that 
program visit: http://www.communityfoodbank.
org/Our-Work/Programs/Abundant-Harvest-
Cooperative

•	 Fourth Friday Farmers’ and Artisans’ Market at Tucson 
Botanical Garden, 2150 N. Alvernon Way. No entrance 
fee for market, but Gardens Admission not included. 
Remaining summer markets include: July 28, August 25 
and September 22 from 5-8 p.m. More information at 
http://foodinroot.com/tucson-botanical-gardens/

•	 Heirloom Farmer’s Markets
 Fridays, 8 a.m. – 12 p.m. Trail Dust Town, 6541 
East Tanque Verde Road, Tucson, AZ 85715
 Sundays, 8 a.m. – 12 p.m. Rillito Park Food 
Pavilion, 4502 North 1st Avenue, Tucson, AZ 85719
 For Green Valley and Oro Valley locations and for 
complete list of vendors see: https://www.heirloomfm.org/
Workshops
Desert Harvesters, an organization that promotes the 
harvesting of indigenous crops, teaches attendees how to 
harvest the bounty of the desert, expand your palate, and 
take advantage of the nutritionally dense foods that the 
desert has to offer. Upcoming events can be found here: 
http://www.desertharvesters.org/calendar/
Classes
Pima County Public Libraries classes: Learn how to make 

seed bombs, start a garden from scratch and many other 
skills. See schedule at: https://pima.bibliocommons.com/
events/search/fq=types:(54108305fa2d4d271101a981)

Every week a team of Master Gardeners makes the rounds 
at the Extension Center's Demonstration gardens to report 
on the insects and plant diseases (IPD) found on site. 
This week the IPD report includes one of the telltale sounds 
of summer. Cicadas (Diceroprocta apache) use "wing flicks" 
to create songs to attract mates. They use piercing/sucking 
mouth parts to eat sap from branches. Cicada nymphs feed 
on tree roots and take several years to develop.
Desert cicadas are the only insects in the world known to 
"sweat", which allows them to remain active at the hottest 
times of the year.

Adult cicada 
(right).  
Cicada 
exoskeleton 
remains on plant 
after- insect has 
emerged, its 
casing remains in 
place (left). 

For information 
on Demonstration 
Garden Tours or how to become a Master Gardener please see the 
Cooperatinve Extension website:https://extension.arizona.edu/
demonstration-garden-tours-tucson-az-0

Master Gardener IPD Committee 
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By Melody Peters

Dear Fellow Gardeners, 
      This column is a much abbreviated version of the 
Composter, the longstanding newsletter of Tucson Organic 
Gardeners. Our group, TOG for short, is dedicated to 
teaching Tucsonans of all ages techniques for gardening 
organically in our desert climate.  We hold a free public 
lecture series on the third Tuesday of each month from 
September through April. Our meetings usually start with 
a question-and-answer period during which our members 
delight in sharing the practical knowledge they have gained 
through their gardening experience.  If you have a vexing 
gardening problem and need advice from a local organic 
gardener, TOG meetings could be a fantastic resource for 
you.  We welcome new members and brand new gardeners; 
we invite you to visit our website and attend our lecture 
series whether or not you are interested in membership. 
Our website features a newly revised planting guide for 
Tucson at: http://www.tucsonorganicgardeners.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/05/TOG_Planting_Guide.pdf 
     TOG’s first members’ summer potluck was held on 
June 24th at the home of Lorien Tersey. (Those of you who 
frequent Farmers’ Markets may have already purchased 
vegetables, cut flowers, herbs, or herb starts from Lorien, 
at her Dreamflower Garden booth.) After a supper of 
lovingly prepared dishes, Lorien took us on tour of her 
property where we visited numerous chicken coops, viewed 
extensive propagation facilities and vegetable plots, and 
wended our way through a nature trail flanked by native 

trees shrubs and groundcovers. We of course took time to 
admire Lorien’s tomato plants hung heavy with globular 
fruit, but also had the opportunity to ask cultivation advice 
about less common crops she grows, such as tomatillos, 
epazote, Hopi Red Dye Amaranth and Portuguese Kale. 
And at every turn we found another herb or flowering plant 
offering up intriguing aromas. 
Lorien uses zinnias to shade her Lemon Cucumbers. You 

can also use zinnias to shade tomato plants (above)
Carrot plants producing seed, Tuscan Kale and Hopi Red 

Dye Amaranth are some of many elements of Lorien’s 
summer garden (above)

It Has Worked for Me!
     Answers to challenges we encounter in our gardens are 
not always found in gardening books, so sometimes we 
have to come up with solutions of our own. 

tucsonorganicgardeners.org

the

COMPOSTER

Lorien explaining her virtually clog-free irrigation system 
to curious TOG Potluck attendees (above) Continued on p6



Page 6 — Summer 2017

www.communitygardensoftucson.org

      One question that will come up every summer is how 
to effectively and safely keep birds from raiding your 
tomatoes and other fruit. Traditional bird netting has an 
unfortunate tendency to entangle birds, snakes and lizards, 
all of which can die of exhaustion or exposure before you 
can set them free. Consider ditching the bird netting for 
tulle, the fine netted fabric used for wedding dresses and 
ballet tutus. The fabric is inexpensive when bought in 
bolts and comes in widths up to about 60 inches; to cover 
trees sew a few lengths together to make a wider piece and 
secure the lower edges so critters can’t gain entrance to 
your tent. To protect tomato plants you can use clothespins 
or bulldog clips to secure the fabric to your tomato cages.
Chris Wilke of Rincon Heights Community                       

Garden has protected her tomato plants with tulle (above 
left). TOG members Melody and Jay are using organza 
bags to keep birds off their grapes (above right).

   To protect your grapes buy pre-made organza bags, the 
kind with a drawstring closure. Simply slip an organza bag 
over your bunch of grapes, pull the drawstring, and tie it in 
a bow knot so that you can easily untie it. If you are into 
sharing with the birds leave some grape bunches uncovered 
for them, and also consider leaving some bunches to dry on 
the vine for super sweet raisins. 
     Both tulle and organdy bags can be easily purchased 
online and come in a variety of colors, so you can select 
colors either to blend into your landscape or to add an 
element of fun. Look for pure nylon tulle as it may last 
longer than other varieties. 

Do you have unique gardening tips of your own to 
share with your fellow gardeners? Please send them to 
melodypeters@cox.net if you would like us to publish 
them.

The Composter, continued from page 5 Ventana Vista – The Gratitude Garden
By Tony Navarro
Photos by Andrea Matthias

For a couple of California transplants it was a blessing to 
come across this patch of desert in the Catalina foothills. In 
California gardening was easy - plant a seed, let it rain and 
watch it grow.  It wasn't until we got to Tucson that we got 
a serious reality check -  searing heat, pesky quail, nibbling 
rodents, precious little water and that sneaky layer hiding 
just below the surface they call Caliche.  Those were all 
lessons learned and battles won in the last year.
     It all started the day after we 
joined CGT.  We returned to the 
garden, scratched our heads and 
said – now what?  Thankfully, 
master gardener Jo popped in 
and gave us a crash course on 
some of the challenges and joys 
that lie ahead.  Jo warned us 
about hungry rodents and how 
to retain moisture by digging 
into the ground rather than 
going with a raised bed. In true 
Navarro fashion, we took her 
suggestions to heart and dove in.  We attacked with pick 
and shovel to over excavate for a custom wire mesh basket 
and double layer CMU perimeter before backfilling with the 
sweetest garden mix and compost we could find.  Jo called 
it Tucson lasagna.  Those ground squirrels and rats were 
going to need teeth like little jack hammers to get in!  Call 
it crazy and over the top?  I think a few did.  But wait, about 
a week later new gardener Andrea joined VV and we were 
vindicated. Not only did she do the same but she pulled out 
her level and transit to do one better!  We had found our 
first kindred spirit!
     Fast forward a few months; energy and enthusiasm is 
spreading, membership has doubled and the garden looks 
gorgeous.  John is sharing his seeds, Rick is repairing the 

fence line, Jessica is teaching 
us about irrigation repairs, 
Peter is taking videos with his 
drone, our worm farm and 
compost operation is thriving 
and producing some luscious 
soil.  Add to that a great spring 
growing season with a profusion 
of wildflowers, corn, onions and 
all’s good in the hood. Best of all, 
the school kids are re-engaged 
after a 2 year hiatus and are 
making frequent visits to pick 
strawberries, mint and oregano, 

Continued on p7
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Photos and story by Sarah Washburn

Last Saturday, 
June 24th, local 
Tucsonans 
gathered to 
celebrate El Dia 
de San Juan.  
According to the 
Bible, John the 
Baptist was born 

six months before Jesus; therefore, John the Baptist’s feast is 
set for June 24th (six months preceding Christmas Eve). 

The residents of Tucson add another layer of meaning to 
the observance. The celebration offers the summer season 
a warm welcome of music, color, and festivity. El Dia De 
San Juan celebrates St. John the Baptist’s role in bringing 
the monsoon rain to the desert dwellers of Tucson. During 
this 20th annual Festival, a procession made its way from 
the Mission Gardens to the Mercado San Agustin where 
festivities were in full swing.   

The Fiesta de San Juan also pays tribute to the region's 

Hispanic heritage. Three performances graced festival goers 
on the beautiful Arizona evening: The Lopez Family Band, 
Mariachi Bellas Musicales, and Folklorico and Hip Hop 
dancers. Various food and craft vendors were present with 
colorful beadwork, garden seedlings, puppies, and even 
traditional Hispanic drinks to cool off from the scorching 
heat.
     Aside from the 
outdoor festivities, 
just next door is 
the quarters of 
the Mercado San 
Agustin. It is clear 
why the festival is 
held at this location. 
Not a chair in sight 

was unoccupied. The lively buzz of conversation filled 
the air as a DJ played traditional Latin music set for the 
occasion and festivities. 
Just inside from the Market Hall, is a whole other world. 
There, permenant 
vendors are set up to 
meet your every need; 
coffee, pastries, and other 
delectable delights.
On your way out, it is 
rewarding to take in 
the lush tree landscape 
and rows of glowing 
stringlights across 
the courtyard. Not to 
mention, the aromatic 
smells of the restaurants 
which line the outdoor 
quarter. 
El Dia de San Juan is 
funded and organized 
as a public/private 
partnership. This 
year's event was almost 
cancelled due to 
inadequate support but 
the community rallied in 
the final hours to make it 
happen. Let's hope this Tucson tradition continues well into 
the future.  It's great fun, and... we need the rain.

El Dia de San Juan - Celebrating the Monsoon

mess with the worms, turn a little compost and generally 
have fun while learning a thing or two. When they return 
after summer break the gourd trellis and pumpkins will be 
huge and ready for play. 
It's wonderful to make new friends, hear kids laughing, 
share ideas, and generally "build community through 
gardening".  We are grateful 
to CGT for their unwavering 
support. We are growing more 
than veggies. We are nurturing 
friendships and good will.  Our 
future plans include the Farmers 
Market, starting a greenhouse 
seedling program, and sharing 
our beautiful bounty with the 
Food Bank.  Please stay tuned for 
our September Open House and 
more great happenings at Ventana 
Vista.

The Gratitude Garden - continued from p6
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Photos and story by Elizabeth Smith

Purslane is one of those weeds that magically appears with 
the first rains and disappears once things get hot and dry 
again but it can cover a lot of ground in that short period of 
time. This can make for a lot of weeding for those of us who 
don’t use purslane to its full potential. 

Closely related to the ornamental 
plant portulaca (Portulaca 
grandiflora), purslane (Protulaca 
oleracea - left top) is edible and 
people have been harvesting and 
eating it for generations.
Another succulent volunteer 
that might make an appearance 
in your garden is horse purslane 
(Trianthema portulacastrum - left 
middle). For plant identification, 
purslane has yellow flowers and 
succulent, tear drop shaped 
leaves while horse purslane has 
purple-pink flowers and more 
rounded leaves. Horse purslane 
is technically edible (and is used 
in Ayurvedic medicine) but it’s 
nowhere near as palatable. Before 
harvesting purslane, always 
make sure you can positively 
identify it as it can also look 
similar to another weed called 
“Spurge” (Euphorbia maculata L. 
syn.  Chamaesyce maculata - left 
bottom) which is poisonous. 

Purslane is full of vitamins and minerals with especially 
high concentrations of Vitamins A and C. It also contains 

B complex vitamins, iron, magnesium, calcium, potassium 
and more. What’s more amazing is that Purslane has more 
omega 3 fatty acids than any other leafy vegetable and 
even more than some fish oils. In his book, “In Defense 
of Food” Michael Pollen writes that Purslane is one of the 
most nutritious plants on the planet. Purslane has a slightly 
lemony flavor and can be eaten raw or it can be sautéed, 
steamed or boiled like you would cabbage or spinach. 
You can also blanch it, pat it dry and freeze for future 
meals. It prefers sandy soils so be sure to rinse well before 
consuming. Let it soak in a big bowl of water for a bit and 
then rinse well in a colander. Many people in the Tucson 
area used to go out into the washes after the monsoon rains, 
dig up purslane to bring home and cook in traditional 
dishes like Verdolagas and Chili Colorado. Some of us still 
do (:

 Verdolagas
Ingredients:
1 small onion, coarsely chopped
2 tomatillos, cut in half
1 jalapeno pepper left whole
3 cloves of garlic, chopped
4 cups purslane, chopped
Salt and Pepper to taste
Corn tortillas
Cotija or Queso Fresco cheese for sprinkling on top 

Directions:
Blend the onion, tomatillo, pepper and garlic in a blender 
with a little water to make the salsa.
Boil the purslane in water or chicken stock for 5-10 minutes 
and drain, reserving the liquid for soup another day. 
Simmer all of the ingredients in a sauce pan for another 5 
minutes and season with salt and pepper. 
Serve on warmed corn tortillas with the Mexican cheese for 
garnish.

For more purslane recipes see this Edible Baja Arizona article:http://
ediblebajaarizona.com/season-of-quelites

Purslane - The Underappreciated Weed

GD2 was the site that hosted our first Syrian cohort to be 
enrolled in the Nutrition and Food Security Program. The 
site coordinator at GD2, Brad, was most welcoming and 
was sure to purchase “Refugees Welcome” signs to post on 
the gate of the garden. The chickens at this site are loved by 

clients, and the 
garden is nearly 
fully occupied due 
to word of mouth 
recruitment 
in the Syrian 
community. Many 
of the CGT sites 
fill quickly after 
placing one or 

two families there, as community is essential to many of our 
clients. Clients typically attend the garden in groups, and 
never hesitate to help each other in their plots. 

Currently, refugee clients are hosted through 5 different 
CGT sites, totaling 51 families. Refugee gardener 
nationalities include Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Burundi, Syria, and Afghanistan.

Educating and Community Building with Refugees and New Americans, continued from p.1
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