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Home energy efficiency ideas abound

There’s a lot that can be done to make your home
more energy efficient. Now, let’s get to it.
By Nate Gilbert
Adams Publishing Group
Stefan Gillis, owner of Watertown-based AAA General Contracting,
has two standout tips for efficiency.
“The first thing is to insulate your house above the coded requirements,” he said. “Second, update heating and cooling systems.”
Coding requirements vary between locales and climate zones. Thicker insulation is especially important in a four-season location such as
Wisconsin.

systems too.
These home automations can conserve great amounts of energy.
Speaking of which, Energy Star Certification for the whole home is
key. This mark indicates strict energy performance standards have
been met.
“Appliances people should be looking at are things that have this
certification,” Gillis said. “This is what certifies that office and home
equipment is efficient.”

Homeowners shouldn’t be afraid to look outside the home, or on top
Fox Blocks insulated concrete forms are a product that home contrac- of it, to find innovation energy solutions.
tors utilize since they have an insulative value and high-thermal mass. “Harnessing wind and solar technology for home efficiency has been
An industry trend, Gillis noted, involves smart home automation
coming around since about 2008,” Gillis explained. “The technology is
technology and smart home integrations.
more efficient now. We are going to see those more on houses. People
are looking to supplant energy on their houses and sell it back to the
“Home automation involves appliances and other things around the
home running on time efficient, measurable scales,” Gillis said. “They city.
can hook up to your phone. It can detect when you’re on the way
home and adjust things inside so the home is at its best when you get
there.”

Home automations can monitor appliance and lighting usage, entertainment systems and lighting. In some cases, they can control alarm

“Landscaping can make the home more efficient with the planting
shrubs or trees. Having a lot of greens in the air helps with natural
greenhouse gases. Well-landscaped areas can limit the amount of
sunlight that hits the home. With more shade, you can save 15 percent
and up to even 50 percent on energy costs depending on how much of
(continues on next page)
the sunlight the property is staying out of.
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“Trees over the house help cool it. Shrubs help prevent the wind from “We changed our parking lot lights over to LED bulbs a few months
cutting through the house in the winter, providing more insulation.”
back,” Soto said. “It cut our bill in half. LED bulbs we noticed were
brighter and don’t look yellow.”
Cool roofs are a lower maintenance option that also save money.
“You can add a cool roof that is made out of energy efficient
material, which keeps the house cooler during the summer,” Gillis said.
AAA General Contracting is a general restoration company that does interior and exterior
work from kitchens to basements to bathrooms as well as indoor and outdoor painting. Gillis employs four 4-person crews that
complete projects all over Southern Wisconsin.
For those looking to purchase energy-saving
products, Watertown’s ACE Hardware would
be a wise stop.
“We have energy-efficient water heaters and
LED light bulbs that are energy efficient,” store
manager Judy Soto said. “We also have filters for air
conditioners, which we recommend people change before
(the summer months).”
LED light bulbs are brighter, cheaper and last longer than their incandescent counterparts.

\RXUNLWFKHQ

The store also sells energy-efficient dehumidifiers.

Soto noted air conditioning units improve yearly, becoming more efficient with every new release.
Windows and doors are also key efficiency cogs,
and that’s where Beaver Dam-based Hometown
Glass & Improvement can be of service.
“We come into homes and assess windows
and doors to see if their energy efficient,”
owner Owen Nowicki said. “We’ll look at the
visuals to see if these two things are worn
or in good shape. On windy days, you can
test them to see if there’s a breeze coming
through. Typically, windows last 25 years.”
Adding a storm door to an existing outside door
or installing an insulated garage door can help keep
indoor air temperature up, according to Nowicki.
“You can change your environment and air simply by doing
a few simple things,” Nowicki said. “Run your furnace fans and ceiling
fans. Monitor and work with your house.”
Nowicki recommends replacing windows and doors and adding insulation to boost efficiency.
“We repair and replace anything in glass whether it’s a car windshield,
back window in a car or glass in a mirror,” he said. “We repair windows and doors in homes. We also do three- and four-season rooms.
We’ll do a lot of your smaller home improvement stuff from decking
to railing to shudders but no roofing, insulation or stick-built additions.”
These aren’t the only ways to make a homestead energy proof, but
they can serve as the pillars to up efficiency and lower costs.

QUARTZ COUNTER TOP SALE HAPPENING NOW

XSGDWH\RXUNLWFKHQ
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Go Native!
Freshen up your outdoor space

By Sarah Weihert
leadereditor@hngnews.com
We’re all spending a little more time at home these days and it’s time
to start dreaming about an amazing outdoor space after a long winter
indoors. From incorporating native plantings into your landscape to
picking up some comfy new outdoor chairs, this spring and summer
you will be able to sit back and relax at home, but outside.

Bee-balm is a lavender-flowered member of the mint family and tolerates most soil types in full to partial sun. These plants attract hawk
moths, hummingbirds and bees.
Beautiful fall bloomers include: heart-leaved aster, New England
aster, little bluestem and stiff goldenrod.
If you’re hoping to attract birds to the yard and provide a year-round
feeding station, try planting native trees and shrubs.

One of the best ways to really make your yard space an oasis for birds Not only will an oak tree provide you with shade, but it can support
and bees is to incorporate native plants.
over 530 different species of butterflies and moth caterpillars, more
“There are just so many different, interesting ways you can incorthan any other woody plant, according to the DNR.
porate native plants into your home landscape,” DNR conservation
Cherry is another good choice they range in size from small shrubs
biologist Amy Staffen told Wisconsin Natural Resources Magazine.
to large trees. Cherries can host over 450 species of caterpillars, which

Staffen gave advice about Wisconsin’s native plants during a Faceprovide food for birds.
book Live “Garden Tour” presentation. That video and another similar Other tree and shrub choices to attract birds include: viburnum, wiltour — both featuring beautiful native plants in Staffen’s own Madison low, dogwood, serviceberry, birch and conifers.
home garden — are found on the DNR’s native plants page.
Wisconsin trees and plants are
The best way to maximize the
ideal for those wanting to create
benefits and beauty of native
an outdoor oasis Staffen said as
plants is to have plants that will
they support wildlife and suit the
bloom in spring, summer and fall.
state’s climate.
For those with a lot of horned
“So, they’re low-maintenance
visitors to their yard, these plants
and will survive better after beare deer resistant: wild geranium,
coming established,” she said.
bee-balm, columbine, culver’s
Native plants can be incorporoot, common milkweed, Solorated into any (continues on next page)
mon’s seal and maidenhair fern.

6						

Spring Home Improvement • April 2021

kind of landscape or garden.

things that need to be done around their home and yard.

The gardeners at Ebert’s Greenhouse said in their February newsletter, they foresee gardening activities in 2021 being all about adding a
bit of joy and happiness to one’s life.

“They notice stuff that’s been neglected in their yards over the years
whether it’s landscape maintenance, tree maintenance or just projects
they want to do. The other thing with the pandemic, traveling was
frowned upon and it really limited the last nine months, and when you
have people staying home, people want to get out of the house and entertain themselves,” Wuestenberg said. “Let’s create this outdoor room
and work on making this a happy place to spend extra time.”

“Whether your garden is on a windowsill or an acre of land. As gardeners, we know that time spent in the garden can relieve stress and
anxiety. The combination of physical activity, fresh air, vitamin D, and
even just getting your hands dirty works wonders.”
Ebert’s says people are transforming their outdoor spaces more now
than ever before from small balconies to large backyards people want
to escape outside.
“Choose low-maintenance plants that bring beauty to your landscape
but don’t require unmanageable work for you throughout the year,” the
newsletter says.
They also suggest adding a decorative bench with flowers planted
around it or a small fountain or pond.
“Use an umbrella, shade sail, pergola, or a shade tree, even better, to
create a cool spot on those hot summer days. A fire pit, or if you are
really ambitious, an outdoor fireplace adds a bit of “coziness” end to
your day.”
Jason Wuestenberg, owner of Jason’s Five Star Landscape and Design,
says now that more people are working from home they’re noticing
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His company does work in Dodge, Jefferson and Waukesha counties,
really all over the place he says.
Wuestenberg said fire pits have been a popular feature for people to
put in.
“Firepits have been the craze the past five or more years,” he said. “A
lot of people like to have the option to not only have a fire pit but be
able to utilize it to throw some steaks on. We make them multi-use.”

7

They do many patios and retaining walls, creating outdoor rooms.
Jason’s Five Star Landscaping also specializes in specialty gardens like
butterfly gardens, Japanese gardens, cutting garden, really anything a
customer can dream up they will create.
“We can put together a plan with all these different plants that attract
butterflies.”
Wuestenberg says people give them what ideas they have but most of
the time they are free to be creative and come up with a plan to present to homeowners.
“I’m free to be creative to come up with something and think outside the box, that’s what I’ve done for 27 years and gone to school for.
I have a degree in landscape design and landscape construction and
maintenance.”
He said they help people to make spaces more usable.
“We try to make it a lot more user friendly for them.”
The company also works with 65 nurseries all over the country to
acquire plants that are hearty for Wisconsin. They also utilize about 35
different brick and stone companies.
“I try to put the most landscape in for the money,” he said. “It’s a fun
industry and I get up every day and I love what I do.”
Find plant guides and information from the Wisconsin DNR at dnr.
wi.gov, search “native plants.”
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Home Lending
second lien on the property. And it’s forgiven over five years if you purchased the
property as your primary residence, and stay there for the five years. It kind of
changes each year -- this year, it’s $6,000.”
Weyer said there’s also down payment assistance grants through a home
consortium based in Waukesha County that services Waukesha and Jefferson
counties.

By Chris Mertes
spedit@hngnews.com

“And that’s an additional $5,000 grant with the same qualifying characteristics as the DPP grant, second mortgage,” Weyer said. “First time home buyers
have up to $11,000 that they could potentially get in forgivable grants for home
purchase. Both entities take a subordinate lien. It’s forgiven after five years, if
you stay there five years, that’s geared towards low income. So there’s income
requirements based on the size of the household and that changes each year as
well.”

Traditionally the time of year when homeowners would look to sell or improve
NOW IS THE TIME?
their homes, spring has given way to all year because of historically low interest
Because interest rates during the past year have been at the lowest they’ve
rates that have compelled many new homeowners to enter the market and exist- ever been due to the pandemic, Badger Bank has been telling customers if they
ing homeowners to refinance their mortgage or get a home equity loan.
purchased a home prior to the start of the pandemic in March 2020, and they
plan to stay in their home, they should definitely discuss refinancing options.
Cindy Mack, State Bank of Cross Plains Assistant Vice President – Mortgage
Loan Officer serving the Madison East and Waunakee markets said SBCP has a
“Even if you don’t need to do a cash out refinance and take equity out,” Weyer
number of programs that aren’t necessarily first time home buyer specific.
said, “a rate term refinance is still possible and potentially still beneficial because rates have really come down in the past year.”
“They can be used for anybody,” Mack said. “Often for first time home buyers,
their biggest hurdle is getting their down payment, so there are programs that
“We’ve been busy with purchases all year round,” remarked Bobbi Jo Lochner
offer low to even no down payments. People can get into a home with as little as VP of Mortgage Lending with DMB Community Bank. “It’s really the inventory
3-5% down.”
that’s available.”
Mack said there are special programs that offer 100% financing, but many
Lochner said financing is a 10, 15, 20 or 30-year fixed rate conventional loans
times, those are income-restricted.
through Freddie Mac.
“They’re not necessarily for just first time home buyers, they’re more just for
“Now we service our own loans,” Lochner said. “We don’t sell our servicing,
lower income people. Some of the programs just to kind of name a few -- for
but we get the funding from Freddie Mac, the secondary market, so we can offer
first time home buyers [programs] typically used are like WHEDA, FHA, Fannie
nice low interest rates.”
Mae’s home ready, or Freddie Mac’s home possible. And then also VA is really
One possible reason for spring being a busy season for home improvement or
popular right now, too.”
purchasing a new home, according to Brad Chadwick, Retail Bank Manager / AVP
“We’ve typically kind of focused on the conventional mortgage loan, which is
Mortgage Loan Officer with Farmers & Merchants State Bank.
through Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, kind of the common mortgage loan that’s
It might have to do with the cold weather in winter. Or low rates?
out there in the world,” remarked Mitchell Weyer, Vice President and Loan Officer
“Well, right now, these rates are so crazy low,” Chadwick said. “I’m hoping
with Badger Bank.
that the rates stay low this coming spring. But spring is a very busy time. Most
Weyer said first time home buyers are allowed to put down as little as 3% of the
sellers are going to list their home in the beginning of spring. Year after year, that
purchase price and Badger Bank will finance 97% of the purchase price.
happens, [because] nobody seems to want to move in the winter. But I mean, if
“And first time home buyers also have a grant opportunities through — it’s
we see an uptick in rates, it could shock the market a little bit at that time. It’s
called a down payment plus or DPP grant,” Weyer said. “And that’s through
looking like we’re going to have low rates for a while yet.”
the Federal Home Loan Bank of Chicago. That is a forgivable grant that takes a
All of the financials contacted for this story offer online mortgage loans and
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application processes that are secure. And even with the less personal online
options due to COVID-19, loan business is booming.
“We’re really encouraging everybody to apply online versus coming in -- we
aren’t having people come into the bank much,” Mack said, referring to social
distancing protocols for COVID-19. “All of our applications are online right now.
Our bank takes all sorts of precautions to make sure that any information we’re
doing online is as safe as we can make it. We only use programs that have been
proven to be safe and we have a lot of protections in place to protect people’s
information.”
“Through our website, we have an online mortgage application link that they
can enter a username and a password to get in, which is obviously the first step
of security,” Lochner said. “And there, they just answer a stream of questions
and then we actually will pull that into our system and it’ll input that into the
application. So really it’s easy for them.”
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we need to be available to them on their schedule,” Weyer added. “So, that’s
the reason we really invested heavily in the online mortgage part. And, once
it’s submitted online, one of our local loan officers reaches out to them the next
business day to follow up and get the ball rolling.”
REFINANCE VS. HOME EQUITY LOAN
If homeowners are on the fence about home equity loans vs. other refinancing,
consider a couple of things such as how much longer you plan to reside at the
property or other financial goals.
“It really depends on the rate that they’re currently at,” Lochner said. “And if
it makes sense. Dollar-amount wise, if they’re borrowing, let’s say $50,000 or
more, it might make sense to actually refinance their first mortgage. However, if
your first mortgage has a really low interest rate, it might not make sense.”

“We run the numbers,” Mack said. “It kind of depends on how much money
somebody’s needing for their project or whatever. If they’re needing a smaller
“It’s a secured site, number one,” Chadwick said.”You’re using a temporary
dollar amount, like maybe $10,000, and you already have a really low interest
username and password. Immediately after completing your application, we pull rate on your first mortgage, then it may not make sense to refinance — it might
it out of there, so you can’t even log back into it at that point -- you can only get make sense to do a home equity loan. But really there’s no answer that’s going
your disclosures at that time. So we do keep our online applications locked down to cover everybody with that one, so we just have to run the numbers and see
for the customer’s protection.”
what makes the most sense for their situation.”
“We here at Badger Bank are very heavily invested in the online process and
“Most home equity lines of credit are driven off of prime. Our lines of credit
our online mortgage website. Anyone can go to our website anytime of day or
have a rate of prime plus a 0%. So while the line of credit gives you a little bit of
weekend, 24/7,” Weyer said. “They can review our current interest rates and
risk because of prime changes, your rate changes with it,” Chadwick said.
terms. Then there’s also an option to even complete and submit the mortgage
“The fixed rate options are a little bit higher,” Chadwick added. “Rate-wise,
application right through the site, so we’ve put a lot of focus on that online piece. lines of credit have seemed to be the popular [option] because you can draw
“We know that customers don’t do their banking between eight and five and
when you need it versus a fixed rate home equity loan, you take the entire loan
right away versus the line of credit where you can draw on it piece by piece and
only pay interest on what you’ve drawn.”
The reason for the loan comes first, according to Weyer.
“We try to find out what the objective is. The loan is first and then talk through
(continues on next page)
their options,” Weyer said.

Above left: Cindy Mack, Assistant Vice President, State Bank of Cross Plains
Above right: Mitchell Weyer, Vice President and Loan Officer, Badger Bank
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If the borrower’s looking to tap into the equity for a one-time project, like an
addition or remodel, then Weyer said a cash out refinance of their first mortgage
would be the better option.

not track what the money is used for, but still offered anecdotal recollection.

“We just see the most common projects being kitchen or bathroom remodels or
finishing off an unfinished basement,” Weyer said. “That’s very common [and so
“To redo the first mortgage, if it makes sense with interest rate, or if they’re
is] putting on, like, a back patio. We do see the money going back into the house,
looking for just establishing a line of credit to kind of tap into that equity and they but we really don’t track the percentages.”
might have a project in the future, they might not,” Weyer said. “Then we recom“I would say the most of course,
mend the home equity line of credit, or
would be home improvement,” Lochner
HELOC.”
said. “However. . . people will take out
And the reasons for the loans vary
widely — from home equity loans
taken for vacations to refinancing to
add on to the house.

second mortgages for their children’s
tuition or to buy a car. Some people to
take a trip, but the main one I would
say is home improvements.”

“It does vary but usually, home
improvements and debt consolidation
are the two main reasons -- home
improvement being the main reason,”
Weyer added. “But, you know, maybe
somebody took out a second mortgage
already for home improvements. So
then we would consider a debt consolidation. But home improvement and
debt consolidation are really the main
two.”

“That’s seasonal,” Chadwick said.
“We’re seeing a lot of kitchen remodeling going on right now, garages being
built, you know -- just general small
expansions to the property.”

Weyer emphasized Badger Bank does

Above left: Bobbi Jo Lochner, Vice President of Mortgage Lending, DMB Comm. Bank
Above right: Brad Chadwick, Retail Bank Manager/AVP Mortgage Loan Officer, F& M Bank

“If they’re taking money out, it’s
usually to finish off like a basement or
an unfinished [space] or really remodel outdated spaces like kitchens or
bathrooms,” Mack said, referring to
the reasons for refinancing. “Those are
probably the most common.”
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Lawnscaping

FEED THE LAWN!
Soil tests, aeration & thatching also important
By Randall Dullum
rdullum@dailyunion.com
With spring in the air, people are getting outdoors again and taking
steps to ensure their lawns will be thriving and green.
To cultivate and maintain a yard that’s fresh and green, homeowners
must take the time to properly feed and water their turf.

“They don’t feed — their lawns start to get thin, they start to get
bare patches, and then they’re frustrated because now the weeds have
moved in,” Latsch said. “So, then they try and kill the weeds. But the
important thing is get your turf healthy first and then the weeds will
take care of themselves.”

Miles Waech, a horticulturist with Jung Garden Centers — headquartered in Randolph, with satellite locations in Madison, Sun Prairie,
“The most important thing about keeping a healthy lawn is, you need Fitchburg and Stevens Point — said that before fertilizing, persons
to feed the lawn,” according to Lori Latsch, owner of Blodgett Garden always should get their soil tested, whether with a home kit or through
Center in Fort Atkinson. “I like to see people feed, as a minimum,
the University of Wisconsin-Extension, so they know what nutrients
three times a year. That’s the most ideal.”
the soil contains or lacks.
Short of that, she said, the most important time to feed a lawn with
Another essential element of maintaining a lush lawn, obviously, is
either synthetic or organic fertilizer is in fall.
water. While rainfall generally can supply adequate hydration, during
“If you’re going to do the minimum requirements, fall is the time —
don’t ever miss a fall feeding,” Latsch stated. “That’s what keeps the
lawn healthy, it keeps the grass growing, it keeps it thick.”
With a healthy lawn, she said, homeowners do not have to apply
weed killers nearly as often, if at all.
“The grass blades choke out all of the weeds because it (yard) is
healthy — the weeds don’t have a chance to get a foothold,” Latsch
explained.
Typically, however, people seek a quick fix by killing the weeds first,
she noted.

July and August supplemental water from wells usually must be provided, Latsch said.

“Help Mother Nature out, and don’t let the lawn go into dormancy
because it doesn’t have enough water,” Latsch advised. “But, again, a
healthy turf in the spring with plenty of food and nutrients can sustain
way better in July and August if we have a drought than a lawn that is
already stressed.”
The Madison area sees abundant rainfall in spring, so homeowners
don’t have to water their lawn much, Waech said, adding, however,
that in June, July and August and into early fall they should follow a
(continues on next page)
watering schedule.
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“Most turf grasses can go dormant in the summer and can survive
without watering, but they won’t be that luscious green — they’ll be
browner and more brittle,” he said. “When snow is melting in the early
spring, and then with May rains it’s not necessary to water.”
Aeration of a lawn also helps ensure an attractive, robust carpet of
green, Latsch said. Aeration involves perforating the soil with small
holes to allow air, water and nutrients to penetrate the grass roots,
helping the roots grow deeply and produce a more vigorous lawn.
The main reason for aerating, she said, is to alleviate soil compaction.
“Aeration (involves) putting the little plugs in, so that the roots can fill
that void, and grow thicker and stronger,” Latsch explained. “Because
around here we have heavy, compact clay soils. It (aeration) allows
those roots to spread into that open area and then, as the soil closes
back in, those roots have already spread into those areas.”
Thatching is another critical component for having a healthy lawn,
she said, noting that thatching involves using a metal rake to remove
the thatch layer between the grass and soil that’s made up of interwoven accumulated dead and living grass shoots, stems, crowns and
roots. Some thatch is healthy, but a thick thatch is bad for the grass.
“Thatching is getting rid of the thatched layer (which) harbors diseases,” Latsch said. “It causes just an unhealthy turf when you have all of
that debris in there.”
If kept up with, she said, aerating and thatching only need be completed every two to three years.
Lawn and soil easily get compacted from children playing and riding
their bikes on it, Waech said, recommending that thatching be done
about once a year.
“People can thatch by renting machines or do it themselves with a
rake to loosen the thatch and top layer,” he said. “You’re not destroying
the lawn — it’s more like combing hair. You want to loosen and remove some of the dead brown thatch.”
When mowing, Latsch said people tend to regularly cut their grass
every week to 10 days.

Spring Home Improvement • April 2021
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“And what they end up doing is scalping the lawn because they don’t
want to be out there (mowing) again in three or four days,” Latsch
said, noting that, ideally, no more than one-third of the grass blade
should be trimmed at one time.

“The good thing about sod is you roll it out, you have almost a lawn
right away,” Latsch said. “You get that instant gratification that you
have a yard.” But most sod, she said, contains mainly bluegrass seeds
which requires a bit more maintenance.

And the lawnmower blade should be kept sharp, she said, so it
doesn’t “rip and tear” the grass.

“Bluegrass varieties like more fertilizer, so that three-times-a-year
(feeding) for bluegrass is more important,” Latsch said. “However, I
think seeding yields a stronger turf, and long-term I think it’s a more
manageable and forgiving way of doing (a yard) than that instant gratification.”

Latsch said the best time for establishing a new lawn — whether by
seeding or sodding — is in fall. Long-term, she said, seeding will create a yard that requires less maintenance than one started with sod.

Also, the bluegrass varieties in sod require full sun, so if an area has
shade, seeding would be the preferred route, she pointed out.
For individuals who want an attractive yard without putting forth the
time and effort, Latsch said professional lawn care services also remain
a popular option.
Having a great-looking yard, she said, speaks volumes about the
homeowners and perceived value of their property.
“If the yard is well-kept, there’s an assumption that the entire property is well-kept,” Latsch stated. “So, that perception, or first look, is
important.”
Every homeowner has their own idea of what constitutes a nice-look(continues on next page)
ing lawn, Waech noted.
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“Among the perks of a nice lawn are that it offers play space for kids,”
he said. “And curb-wise, it frames a home with nice landscaping
touches. A clean, green lawn always has that ‘American Dream’ to it.”
FLOWER GARDENS
When it comes to planting flower gardens, planning shouldn’t be
done in May, but rather during cold-weather months.
“Get an idea of what you want to do because there’s so much that can
be overwhelming in the yard that needs to be done in May,” Latsch
said. “You need to do a little research, and that should be done in the
wintertime.”
For example, she said, people should decide what color flowers they
would prefer, like reds or blues.
And Waech said people should plant flowers according to what level
of light their yard has.
“If you have low light, plant low-light plants,” he said. “If you have
full-sun plants, you’ll want full sun areas for them.”
Waech said it’s a personal choice whether to plant annuals or perennials.
“Perennials have the added benefit of not having to plant them every
year,” he said, “but perennials will only bloom about a month.
“Annuals tend to flower more — they will bloom from May all the
way through September,” Waech added. “But they’re much more work
and much more expensive.”
And gardeners never will get things right their first time, Latsch emphasized.
“Gardening is always an evolving thing,” Latsch stated. “You’ll never
get it right the first time, but maybe you’ll get a little closer at getting
the look you wanted.”

that are lower maintenance, but to put it in and say ‘I’m done for the
year,’ I think you will be disappointed in your results.
“They (gardeners) need to stay on top of it — July and August are
tough, tough months for plants, extremely tough — and you can’t be
coasting through the summer with them,” she added. “So, it truly is
season-long.”
The garden shop owner said splendid flower gardens and well-manicured lawns truly are a labor of love for people who take pride in their
place.

“You do it for yourself, but the reality is when others notice, it’s a
A flower garden, she said, is not a one-weekend endeavor where once sense of pride,” Latsch concluded.
it’s planted, the work is all behind you.
Wach concurred, saying: “Flower gardens are work, but they’re always
“If you’re going to put in a flower garden, or any trees or shrubs —
worth it. They’re always really pretty and refreshing when you can go
nothing is no-maintenance,” Latsch said. “You can have some things
out there and see all the nice blooms and smell the nice scents.”

DEERFIELD
GREENHOUSE
Cool Wave Pansy
Hanging Baskets
Special $10.99

Spring Plantings

• Asparagus • Seed Potatoes
• Onion Sets • Perennials • Pansies

• We specialize in High Quality Spring Garden Plants
• All the New Varieties and Old Favorites
• Huge selections of Annuals & Perennials
• We grow Plants that thrive in your garden
• Dozens of varieties of vegetable plants

April Hours

May Hours

Mon.-Fri. 8am - 5pm
Sat. 8am - 4pm • Sun. 9am - 3pm

Mon.-Fri. 8am - 7pm
Sat. 8am - 5pm • Sun. 9am - 4pm

Top Quality Grown in Our Greenhouse!
Hwy. 73, 1 mile south of I-94 • (608) 764-5165
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Clean Coils
will help
keep your
Home Cool
Professionals recommend annual service to maintain AC units
By Amber Gerber
agerber@hngnews.com
During the heat and humidity of Wisconsin summers, many of the
state’s residents seek out comfort in the form of air conditioning,
which cools their homes and keeps the people from sticking to the
furniture. With such a reliance on the appliance, it makes sense that
we find ways to keep it performing at an optimal level for many years.

Mark Carew, owner of Carew Heating and A/C, Inc. in Watertown,
said each year from May to September, employees are conducting
annual maintenance visits that last 60-90 minutes. He said while many
people assume they simply need to change the air conditioner filter
each year, much more goes into keeping the appliance in working
condition.

“The best thing they can do is have it professionally maintained…
there’s
a lot involved. When we come out to service an air conditionDave Feiler, a consultant with Wohler’s Heating in Cottage Grove,
er we thoroughly flush the outside coil, we check the refrigerant for
said the average lifespan of an air conditioning unit is 20 years. And
one of the best ways to keep the appliance running is taking the man- proper charge, we check all electrical connections, we run the system
ufacturer’s recommendation of getting units serviced once per year, he through a complete cycle so we can confirm the operation of it.”
said.
People can clean the coils of the AC themselves, but Feiler said a proFeiler compared the annual service of an AC unit to an oil change for fessional HVAC service technician will have access to the best cleaning
solution that will not only get rid of any dirt build up, but also won’t
your vehicle – it’s the small types of maintenance that can prevent a
do any damage to the coils or other parts of the unit. (continues on next page)
more costly repair, or the need for an early replacement.
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One thing people can do without the assistance of a technician is
ensuring the area around the unit is clear of debris such as flowers,
shrubs, weeds, and other types of plants. Feiler pointed out how particularly damaging cottonwood tree seeds can be to an air conditioning unit; those who live near those types of trees should be regularly
clearing the exterior AC unit of the cotton-covered seeds. Jared Wittman, marketing manager with Cardinal Heating and Air Conditioning
in Sun Prairie, said people should keep a two-foot clearance around
the air conditioning unit to decrease the amount of possible debris.
Wittman said if debris does start to build up, people can rinse the
outdoor coils with a garden hose. Another thing he said should be
done is making sure the air filter is clean and replaced if necessary.
Taking these measures does not mean that the unit should not be professionally serviced annually.
Carew suggests people turn on and run their air conditioner unit in
the spring, before they actually need to use it to cool their home, to see
if it is operational. If the unit is running without any issues, the annual
maintenance can be performed any time during the summer.

Changing the air filter on the air conditioner is a good way to keep it
running efficiently, but professionals say the best thing is to have the unit
serviced by technicians once a year.

“The trick with maintenance is we have to have above 60 degrees
outside in order to properly do the maintenance on it,” the business
owner said. “We need to check the charge on it so we need to have a
little bit warmer weather outside. We actually start cleaning air conditioners in May and we clean them all summer and by September we
usually have them all done.”
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If there is an issue with the system when it’s tested in the spring,
people will want to call an AC technician sooner to ensure they have a
functioning unit before the height of summer heat, Carew said.
Even with regular maintenance, AC units and central air systems will
eventually need to be replaced. Wittman said if people notice a lack of
airflow, moisture buildup, a strange sound, increase in energy bills or
bad smells it might be time to replace the current system.
“If the AC is more than 15 years old and it hasn’t been maintained
well every year (it might need to be replaced),” he said.
Carew said when it comes to repairing versus replacing an AC unit or
central air system, people should consider the age of the appliance and
the cost to repair versus replace.
“If you have an eight-year-old air conditioner and it’s going to cost
$100 or $200 to repair that’s probably worth it,” he said. “If it’s going
to cost $1,000 to repair an eight-year-old unit, you probably want to
replace it.”
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The average lifespan of an air conditioner is 20 years; the best way to
ensure it lasts that long is to have an annual maintenance appointment.
During the appointment, a service technician will clean the coils, check all
the electrical components and check the refrigerant.
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Making your Kitchen Remodel
worth it this year
A recent kitchen remodel by Degnan
Design-Build-Remodel in DeForest.
–Photo by Degnan Design-Build-Remodel

By Lucy Ripp
lripp@hngnews.com
As the COVID-19 pandemic swept the nation over the last year, it’s no secret
that people are spending an unprecedented amount of time laying low at home.

Yet, there are some ‘horror stories,’ as Johnson describes them, of kitchen
remodels lasting much longer than expected. He suggests taking the time to find
the right contractor for the job as the key to any successful kitchen remodel.

“The biggest thing is getting a reputable contractor,” Johnson advised. “I would
With all that time spent sheltered at home, data shows that home improvement suggest, when someone is going to do a remodel, that they get recommendaprojects are on the rise. A 2021 market outlook report from the National Kitchen tions from other people on the general contractor to make sure that they do get
and Bath Association (NKBA) found that kitchen and bath remodels are predicted things done on time.”
to increase by at least 16.6% this year, compared to a 1% increase in 2019 and
Abe Degnan, president of Degnan Deisgn-Build-Remodel in DeForest, suggests
9% in 2018.
securing a written agreement with any hired contractor to avoid issues later
down the road.
Among those surveyed, NKBA reported that 70% of homeowners consider a
kitchen renovation their highest priority this year, a number up from the 64% of
people surveyed on the topic prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Clients should have a full design, written specifications and a written contract.
They should have start and completion dates for the project with their contract,
Eric Johnson of Authentic Builders and Millwork in McFarland said his workload and they should have a detailed schedule by the time the project starts,” Degnan
said.
as a general contractor for kitchen remodels increased significantly in 2020,
and he owes it mostly to the amount of time people are spending at home in the While some may have new design revelations about their kitchen while holed
pandemic.
up at home, Degnan said there’s other things homeowners can look for to determine if their kitchen might be in need of a makeover.
“Last year I did five kitchens, which is more than normal, simply because
people are home more and they’re looking at their kitchen and cabinets and
thinking, ‘I don’t like this anymore.’”
A kitchen remodel could be the right move for any homeowner looking for a
spruce up, Johnson said, regardless of if they know the exact direction they
want the revamp to go.

“If you’re wondering whether your kitchen needs an update, think about the
things that bother you about how you use the kitchen,” Degnan said. “Beyond
these things, then look at the condition of your cabinets. Are things falling apart
and breaking? If so, it’s better to remodel
your kitchen sooner rather than later.”

“When a customer calls me, I come over and talk to them about kitchen layout
and I talk to them about different species of wood they can use,” he said. “Customers really don’t need to have ideas about what they want to do, and some
people do which is fine, but one of the things I tell customers is that I’ll always
suggest things. It’s your kitchen, but everybody appreciates ideas.”

In addition to rotting cabinets and homeowners tired of looking at the same old
kitchen, another demographic that could
benefit from a kitchen remodel this year are
those looking to sell their home.

According to Johnson, a kitchen remodel is also one of the less time-consuming home improvement projects a homeowner can take on. From start to finish,
Johnson said he can usually have an entire kitchen completed in a three to four
week time span.

Josh Lavik, owner of Monona-based real
estate agency Josh Lavik & Associates, said
a nice kitchen is at the top of the list for
many home buyers.

Josh Lavik
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A local client’s kitchen before Johnson did a full remodel. The same client’s kitchen after Johnson’s remodel was complete. –Photos by Eric Johnson
“The kitchen is obviously one of the most important rooms in the home,”
Lavik said. “Anything you can do to upgrade the kitchen is certainly going to be
noticed by potential home buyers.”
Depending on the size and scope of the project, Lavik said a kitchen remodel
could have a significant impact on the value and selling price of a home.
“For even a minor upgrade, you’re probably talking [an increase in price of]
at least $5,000 to $10,000, something more substantial you could easily be
talking $20,000 to $40,000 depending on how big it is, or more even,” said
Lavik. “A more minor kitchen remodel is usually going to be a little more
palatable and might help really make a difference in terms of attracting more
potential buyers and a better sale price.”
For those looking for a minor refresh but not wanting to spend a lot of money,
Lavik suggests cleaning and painting kitchen cabinets, investing in new
appliances and replacing kitchen countertops. White cabinets, brass fixtures,
grey walls and grey appliances are among the most popular trends in desirable
kitchens this year.
Though, while it may be tempting to save a few dollars and do a kitchen
remodel yourself, Lavik warned it’s easy to get in over your head and end up in
a tricky situation.
“Sometimes the things I might caution people against is maybe feeling overqualified on something that they’re not, and then they end up messing something up and have to call a contractor later to fix it,” Lavik said.
Like Johnson, Lavik said he always advises his clients to shop around for the
right contractor before settling on one.
“If people are doing an expensive remodel, getting more than one bid is a
good idea and it can help you narrow down your search,” said Lavik. “Each
contractor is going to be a little bit different and have their pros and cons and
they each have their own ways of how they approach kitchen remodels.”
While every contractor may be different in their approach, Degnan said that
any kitchen remodel can be worth it in the end.

“A homeowner should expect that their life is going to be significantly
changed and inconvenienced during a kitchen remodeling, but the job of the
contractor is to make that inconvenience as little as possible. The fact is, it’s
disruptive and it’s going to change your life, but the end results should be
worth it.”
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Victoryof
Gardening
The

By Jonathan Stefonek
deforestedit@hngnews.com
Shutdowns and quarantines forced many of us to reevaluate our hobbies, find new ways to use our time, keeping distanced from others,
and preferably be outside: it is gardening’s time to shine.
“There has been a lot of new interest from last season with everyone
being home,” said Josh Kuelling, manager of the Sun Prairie Jung Garden Center store. “We sold a lot more raised beds than previously.”
It has not just been the Jung store, other shops and gardening groups
are seeing a rise in interest in raised bedding and container gardening.
Part of this is interest in urban gardening, according to community
programs and events manager for the Milwaukee-based Victory Garden Initiative, Montana Morris.
“I have a gardening program every spring and that blew up,” said
Morris, referring to the Great Milwaukee Victory Garden Blitz. “It got
a lot more attention as a pandemic-safe activity, but also people saw

the urgency and fragility in our system and wanted to create their own
local resiliency.”
As largely goes without saying, seeds absorb the water and surrounding nutrients in the ground to develop from seed to plant, but they
will also absorb other things in the soil, like pesticides, gas and toxic
heavy metals. This is a problem for many urban growers, but also rural
growers who may be susceptible to runoff or errant spray from adjacent farm fields.
Containers can be helpful across the spectrum of gardening situations, according to Jung Gardening Center Assistant Manager Sarah
Rahaman, pointing out that a person can grow plants closer together,
discourage deer and rabbits, and find a workaround if your natural
soil is less than ideal for what you want to grow.
“We have a lot of clay here, so if you call and say, ‘I need a load of soil
dumped off,’ it’s going to have a lot of clay and you’re going to need to
spend a lot of time amending it and making it a little friendlier,” said
Rahaman.
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For some newcomers, it may come as a surprise that container
gardening helps protect your plants from the outside world, but also
can protect the outside world from your plants. Even if they don’t say
much, plants have their own agendas and some, like raspberry bushes,
will start to take over if left to their own devices.

ons geared toward urban growers. For that matter, Rahaman explained, it would shock a lot of growers to know how well cucumbers,
zucchini and a host of melons grow vertically along a pole or trellis.
By hanging in the air, the fruit can also avoid developing yellow spots
where they would otherwise set on the ground.

There are also many new varieties of fruits like Baby Doll watermel-

IRL GARDENS
During the pandemic many of us turned to online connection in lieu
of in-person meetings. The gardening community has been well represented, or more accurately, gardening communities. Among Facebook,
Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest and TicTok, one can find connections
to any sub-group of gardening, including niche aesthetic trends like
#CottageCore and #HobbitCore.
Even though a lot of the participants and introductions via social
media may be new, the styles and goals are familiar to veteran gardeners like Ann Liss, landscape and installation manager at Schonheit
Gardens in Sun Prairie.
“CottageCore has been around since Martha Stewart was raising
chickens, but I think it is interesting because color palettes do change,
and each generation has its own color palettes,” said Liss. “I was interested to see how they were talking more about pastels, and whites and
more fluffy colors, so there is a certain amount of trending, but there
is also not—there is always stuff that looks good and things that will
look good together.”
(continues on next page)

Above top: Jung Garden Center Store Manager Josh Kuelling shows the
store’s more convenient do-it-yourself options for starting raised gardening,
such as convertible boxing and Jung’s house soil, which provides greater
aeration and consistent nutrient distribution.
Above bottom: Jung Garden Center Assistant Manager Sarah Rahaman
flips through one of their new books on raising fruit trees, one of an array
of books the store is carrying in response to requests from customers for
educational resources more reliable than the usual Internet search.
–Photos by Jonathan Stefonek
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For gardeners pursuing “cottage core aesthetic,” much of it is based
on British gardening, so what works in that climate may not thrive
in Wisconsin. Having her own earlier experiences of projects going
amiss, Liss recommended consulting a specialist with a garden center,
or Master Gardeners, so you don’t set yourself up for failure.
At Schoenheit, Liss and landscape maintenance and design manager,
Andrea Powell, are focused on the artistic and decorative, developing
indoor and outdoor flower arrangements. A reliable go-to for organizing plants is what they refer to as “thriller, filler, and spiller.”
A typical arrangement this way would be tall dracaena spikes growing up from the center, surrounded by short geraniums, and then
vinca flowers climbing out of the container.
“There’s also monocultural planting, where it is just one plant in the
container,” said Powell. “It’s full, it’s glorious, maybe it has color, or
maybe it doesn’t, maybe it’s just the dracaena spike all on its own.”
PLANT FRIENDS
Grouping complementary plants has been established for centuries
for beauty and for agriculture, such as the “three sisters” approach
from Native American tradition, according to Morris, in which corn
is accompanied by beans that will grow up the corn stalk, and then
squash on the ground around them.
“You’re getting three times the food for that space, and corn and other crops will take high levels of nitrogen out of the soil,” said Morris,

WATERTOWN DAILY TIMES
920.390.6040
www.wdtimes.com

Above top: An example of a Schonheit floral container arrangement, many
of which follow a “thriller, filler and spiller” template of tall featured plants
at the center, with shorter ones around, then climbers at the edge filling out
the bottom and spilling out or the container.
Above bottom: A closer look at a different example of a Schonheit floral
container arrangement using the “thriller, filler and spiller” template.
– Contributed photos
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“but beans will actually put nitrogen back into the soil. So they help
balance the nutrients and then the squash will also act as a weed suppressant and water retention.”
Before endeavoring into combination planting though, it is important
to make sure that the plants you are planning on putting together will
cooperate, as Rahaman explained.
“Carrots and tomatoes are really good friends,” said Rahaman. “But
there are some things like kohlrabi and brassicas (vegetables like broccoli, Brussels sprouts, and cabbage) that are going to draw the same
kind of pest, but others will help to deter pests, so you want to do a
little planning to determine who wants to be together and who should
be separated.”

The Milwaukee-based Victory Garden Initiative received a swell of interest
for their April 2020 Victory Garden Blitz event, here Community Kitchens
Manager Joya Wade weeds and old garden bed in preparation for their
spring planting.
– Contributed photo

The usual gardening expos and conventions have been reoriented
due to public health concerns, but a positive side, according to Liss, is
that events like the Wisconsin Garden Expo have embraced an online
focus on education and also improved accessibility for gardeners who
may already have a hard time traveling. And even if there is a lifetime
worth of learning and experimentation in year-round gardening, there
are also simple ways to get started.
“Start with one season—start with summer,” said Liss, “and if you get
to the end of it and you’re like, ‘Yeah, this was great,’ but now things
are looking ‘crunchy,’ go out and get some kale and mums and pansies,
and you’ll feel like a huge success.”
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