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ccording to a modest amount of research, Arauca-

ria heterophylla is a vascular plant, a member of an 

ancient conifer family Araucariaceae.  The common 

name refers to its natural home on Norfolk Island 

where they can grow to a height of 61 m with mag-

nificent trunks with circumferences up to 300 cm.  

Norfolk Island protrudes from the Pacific Ocean 

somewhere between New Caledonia and New Zea-

land.  There, its wood is used for construction, furni-

ture and ship building.  

  

This image is in stark contrast to its indoor personal-

ity.  My pine that is not really a pine will never reach 

the heights of its towering ancestors while sitting in 

my sunroom.  Yet, standing at 2.5 meters, it is quite 

impressive, as is its width that ensures it will not 

leave here unless we create a special door onto the 

south patio. 

  

It was hard enough getting its younger version into 

the sunroom when we moved back into town eleven 

years ago.  When it arrived at our earlier rural 

abode, its three trunks stood at a mere 60 centime-

ters.  Due to my inaccurate watering, it lost one 

trunk but this didn’t slow it down.  I have only to turn 

my head from where I work now to see its lovely up-

permost umbrella of branches and, peeking out of 

this, the nub of the next tier.  
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Its branches are graceful and cordon off into deli-

cate lacy branchlets.  I love the way it grows – in 

layers like a pagoda dogwood.  I watch carefully for 

each tiny tuft that appears at the top and wonder 

how long it can keep doing this, for I do nothing in 

particular to keep it growing.  It sits in a large self-

watering pot and gets watered once a week.  Each 

year it gets some new soil on top of the old.  Other 

than that, I seldom give it any liquid fertilizer.  Per-

haps two or three times per year, I add 20-30-20. 

  

Why did I purchase it in the first place?  Our rural 

living room was quite small and I had recently read 

about “living” Christmas trees.  The idea was some-

what popular at the time.  I liked the thought of not 

having to unceremoniously throw out a traditional 

Christmas tree.  While I knew my “pine” could not 

stay out in the cold I was happy to look after it in-

doors. 

 

There were a lot of young Norfolks on sale that year, 

sometimes called the “Star Pine” because of their 

structure, appropriate for Christmas, and sometimes 

the “Triangle Tree” because of its three trunks.  I’ve 

just checked - it is definitely working on an additional 

tier.  What a beauty! 

  

A talented colleague has two Norfolks in her office 

and both have retained their three trunks.  She 

spritzes them weekly and reminds me that they 

should be well wrapped if transported - they do not 

tolerate cold. 

  

Its presence makes our sunroom turn alive both 

summer and winter. I move it to the warmer section 

as winter approaches.    

 

 I am planning on going away for a few weeks, and 

want to know how to keep my houseplants from 

drying out. 

Water your plants thoroughly before you leave, and 

move them out of direct light to slow evaporation.  

cacti and succulents will probably be fine with a bit 

of extra water and no other supplemental help.  For 

most plants, you can place them in the bathtub with 

a small amount of water on the bottom – not 

enough that they will stay soggy, but enough to cre-

ate some moisture in the air.  Other options include 

using watering bulbs (or a DIY version with plastic 

bottles or a wick and a reservoir), or making a mini-

greenhouse to trap moisture by putting an inflated 

plastic bag around the plant, set up so water col-

lecting on the plastic can drip back into the pot.  

None of these systems will be perfect, however, 

and won’t last you more than 2-3 weeks.  For a 

longer period, or for plants that like a lot of water, 

you may want to invest in an automatic irrigation 

system, or have someone else water them – wheth-

er they come to your house or you take your plants 

to them. 

We have two upright cedar trees in front of the 

house. The recent heavy snow splayed the 

branches out, and even after cleaning off the 

snow, they’re still vase-shaped. What can we do? 

Now that the snow is off, take some sisal twine or 

cord, and wind and tie it around each tree to get it 

back into shape (firmly enough for support but not 

tight enough to strangle the plant).  Leave them tied 

for the winter to prevent further damage from snow.  

Be sure to remove the twine in spring to allow sun-

light into the tree.  Keeping the cedars pruned to an 

‘A’ shape in future will help limit the snow catching 

and deforming the trees, but depending on their 

structure, you may still need to tie them up each fall 

before it snows.. 

Compiled by Amanda Carrigan and Ann McQuillan 

aster Gardeners answer questions from the help-

line.   

The single greatest lesson the garden 

teaches is that our relationship to the 

planet need not be zero-sum, and that as 

long as the sun still shines and people 

still can plan and plant, think and do, we 

can, if we bother to try, find ways to pro-

vide for ourselves without diminishing 

the world.— Michael Pollan 
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absorb fresh water.  Put the cutting in a glass of 

water.  Always remove leaves from the bottom third 

of your cutting.  

 

Roots are essential for bringing water and nutrients 

up through the plant to the leaves,  where photo-

synthesis takes place.  Fine root hairs have large 

vacuoles so can absorb water quickly and capillary 

action allows the water to be pulled up through the 

small tubes called xylem. 

 

And then there were roots… 

Roots will emerge from the cutting forming the base 

of a new plant.  As soon as the fine roots appear, 

they start absorbing water.  Plants need water, and 

your cutting is no exception.  You might think that 

your otherwise soil-growing herb is getting an over-

dose of water.  When plants have more water than 

they need in their leaves, they get rid of the excess 

water through transpiration - similar to the way peo-

ple sweat when they are too hot, transpiration can 

also help the plant adjust to warmer temperatures.  

All this means that, while the cutting is sitting in wa-

ter, you will need to keep topping up the water lev-

els to ensure that the rootlets don’t dry out. 

 

What happens next? 

In most cases, when the roots are about 7-10 cm 

long, your cutting is ready to plant in soil.  Simply 

pot the cutting in a small pot with drainage and 

place it in a sunny window sill.  Much like many oth-

er flowering plants, you will stimulate growth by clip-

ping and cutting.  There is no better place for those 

cuttings to end than in your skillet!  Consider sprin-

kling thyme, rosemary, sage, or oregano onto roast-

ed vegetables, rice, potatoes, etc.  If you enjoy the 

subtle flavour of herbs, try flavouring your reusable 

water bottle with a sprig of thyme or mint.  The pos-

sibilities are endless when fresh herbs are at your 

fingertips.  Use cuttings as garnish on savoury and 

sweet dishes, garlic bread, inserts in napkin rings, 

etc.  You’ll love having fresh garden herbs inside 

your home all year long.   

ant to enjoy a small but steady supply of herbs in 

your kitchen during the winter months ahead?  Try 

cuttings.  Culinary herbs lend themselves perfectly 

to asexual propagation, creating new plants from 

existing plants.  Unlike sexual propagation that re-

quires the floral part of the plant to produce seed, 

asexual propagation involves the vegetative parts of 

the plant (roots, leaves, and stems) and creates a 

new plant identical to the parent.  

 

A plant cutting in water is a perfect way to extend 

your herb’s life so you can continue enjoying its fla-

vour.  

 

Some of the easiest perennial herbs to start in water 

are sage, thyme, mint, lemon balm, rosemary, and 

oregano.  It is important to make a fresh cut at an 

angle at the bottom of a 15-20cm stem to allow it to 

 

Andrew Arcello  

Sweet potato vine rooted in water 
Lori Andersen (Haliburton MG) 
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hristmas cacti in bloom are always a welcome 

sight in the fall or the holiday season.  Christmas 

cacti, also called zygocactus, (Schlumbergera spp) 

are native to the coastal mountains of Brazil.  They 

are epiphytes that grow in the acidic leaf debris in 

the clefts of tree branches in humid forests.  There 

are actually two types of cacti that have been bred 

for sale.  Both groups, the Buckleyi and the Trunca-

ta, are crosses of Schlumbergera russelliana and S. 

truncata.   

 

The Buckleyi group has more of the russelliana 

traits.  Their stem margins are rounded rather than 

pointed, their flowers are symmetrical and the pol-

len is pink.  This is the Christmas cactus.  The trun-

cata group has more of the truncata traits.  Their 

 
Diane McClymont Peace  

Hanging Christmas cactus 
Diane McClymont Peace  

Thanksgiving cacti (bottom), Christmas cacti 

(top) 
Diane McClymont Peace  

Cactus flower 
Diane McClymont Peace  
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stem margins are pointed with sharp teeth, the up-

per side of the flowers are different than the lower 

side, and the pollen is yellow.  They are called the 

Thanksgiving, crab or claw cacti but are also often 

sold as Christmas cacti.  They often flower earlier 

than the Christmas cacti and then again around 

Easter.  Both groups can have flowers of red, pink, 

magenta, violet, orange, white, and peach.  The 

elongated female pistil is dark red and is most spec-

tacular in the white and peach hybrids.  All flowers 

are short-lived but with many buds the bloom time is 

long.  As the plants grow larger they can be dis-

played in hanging pots or on pedestals.  

 

Plants should be placed in good but not direct light, 

watered as needed with soft water and misted if the 

air is dry.  Too much light causes stems to take on a 

reddish colouration while very low light levels will 

prevent flowering.  Underwatering can cause the 

stems to wrinkle.  Ideal temperatures range from 18-

24°C.  If kept on the cool side the blooms will last 

longer.  Sometimes moving or rotating the plant can 

cause the flowers to drop.  

 

The only pests I have seen are mealy bugs or 

aphids on young shoots.  Both can be managed with 

regular spraying with a soap solution.  Once the 

plants have finished blooming they should be al-

lowed to rest.  Reduce the watering and do not ferti-

lize until the spring.  When new leaves have formed, 

increase watering and fertilize with a high potassium 

fertilizer every two to four weeks.  Once danger of 

frost is passed, they can be brought outdoors for the 

summer in shade.  

 

Their root system is usually quite small, but if you 

see roots coming out of the pot, the plant should be 

moved to a larger pot.  Use a peat-based potting mix 

with 1/3 sand or perlite.  The peat-based potting me-

dium replicates their natural soil type.  New plants 

can easily be propagated by removing groups of two 

to three stems, letting them dry for up to seven days 

to form a callus and then potting in new soil.  Ideal 

conditions for rooting are 21-27°C and long days.  I 

like to mix plants with different flower colours in the 

same pot.  

 
Cactus flowers 
Diane McClymont Peace  
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Thanksgiving cactus on a stand 
Diane McClymont Peace  

green, red, pink, and purple with a great variety of 

markings.  They are sometimes called fancy-leaf or 

painted-leaf begonias and the leaves can grow up 

to 15 cm (6ʺ) in length. 

 

So why did I decide to try this?  At my botanical art 

class, our teacher brought in rex begonia leaves for 

us to draw.  I brought a leaf home.  As with many 

activities this year, future art classes were cancelled 

due to COVID-19.  A few weeks later when sorting 

out my art supplies, I found the leaf, still healthy, in 

a plastic bag and decided to try the leaf cutting ex-

periment.  I took a cutting from the leaf ensuring 

that there was a primary vein as part of the cutting.  

I dipped the cut part in rooting hormone, planted the 

cut end in a small plant pot containing a light potting 

soil, watered it so the soil was damp but not water-

logged, and placed it in a sealable clear plastic bag.  

The experiment had begun. 

I used a potting soil but I have since read that a 

soilless mix, such as blends of vermiculite, perlite, 

or peat moss, is preferred as the rooting medium.  

Potting soil may contain organic matter or fertilizer 

too rich for the developing roots or emerging 

leaves.  If you want to propagate several plants at 

the same time, you can use the whole leaf.  Simply 

his past spring (2020), I tried something that I had 

never attempted before: propagating a rex begonia 

plant from a leaf cutting.  Grown mainly for its bold, 

striking foliage, rex begonia (Begonia rex-cultorum) 

is a semi-tropical plant native to parts of eastern 

Asia.  The different colours and patterns in a single 

leaf are incredible and can range from shades of 

 
Heather A. Clemenson  

Once the plants have been brought back indoors, 

day length is important to initiate bud formation.  

They require continuous darkness for at least 12 

hours a day to form buds.  The plant(s) can be cov-

ered in black plastic during the evening if darkness 

may be interrupted.  Drafts, overwatering and cool 

temperatures can cause the buds to drop.  Usually 

as soon as I bring the Thanksgiving cacti indoors, 

they start to form buds.  Christmas cacti on the oth-

er hand need the long dark nights and they bloom 

later – close to, or hopefully for, Christmas.  It is al-

ways a satisfying sight to see the plants re-

blooming.   

Rex begonia leaf 
Heather A. Clemenson  
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s Ottawans head into early winter, and the garden 

is visible in between occasional snowfalls, ever-

green plants are especially appreciated for winter 

interest.  One group of evergreen plants that some 

gardeners may be less familiar with - native ground-

covers – can create interest not just in winter but all 

year round with leaf shapes, leaf colours, flowers 

and in some cases berries. 

 

In our Ottawa climate, some native groundcovers 

are evergreen while others are semi-evergreen.  

“Semi-evergreen” refers to plants that lose some of 

their leaves in colder weather.  In the spring they 

tend to grow back quickly.   

 

Below are some native groundcovers that I have 

grown and that have done well in my Zone 5b gar-

den.    

cut into a few of the major veins on the underside of 

the leaf, place the whole leaf on a moist growing 

medium, with the underside resting on the soil.  It is 

best to add a light weight to the leaf to ensure that 

the bottom surface is in constant contact with the 

growing medium.  Pebbles or pins can be used. 

Then place whatever container you are using in a 

clear plastic bag, seal it and wait. 

 

I left my leaf cutting in the warmth of a south-facing 

living room.  It was not in direct sunlight but was 

warm.  There was no change for a few weeks, 

though the cut leaf portion still looked healthy.  After 

about 6 weeks, it sprouted two tiny new leaves.  I 

kept the plantlet in the plastic bag for a few more 

weeks until there were four leaves and it looked 

sturdy enough to emerge from its sheltered humid 

life.  Once the plant was removed from the bag it 

remained fine.  I checked it many times a week. 

The nursery pot was so small that the soil dried out 

very quickly in the warm south-facing room.  I wa-

tered it frequently but only when the soil was dry.  

Because it soon outgrew its original pot, I had to 

repot it. 

 

Never having had a rex begonia before, I read up 

on how to keep it healthy.  In case you are thinking 

of nurturing a plant from a leaf cutting or purchasing 

a rex begonia, the following maintenance points 

seem to be most notable.  These plants like humid 

conditions, which many of our homes lack, espe-

 
Claire McCaughey 

Young rex begonia plant 
Heather A. Clemenson  

cially during the winter months.  It is suggested that 

one way to keep the humidity levels high is to place 

the plant on a layer of pebbles in a tray filled with 

water.  The water should always be below the bot-

tom of the pot.  The plant itself does not like soggy 

conditions and should be watered only when the soil 

is dry to the touch.  Rex begonias like light but not 

direct sunlight.  They also appreciate being fed fre-

quently but only during the growing season.  A few 

websites recommended using a soluble house-plant 

fertilizer diluted to about a quarter strength and ap-

plied every four to six weeks.  

 

Now my challenge will be to keep my new rex be-

gonia plant healthy and happy during the coming 

winter.  
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Arctostaphylos 'Vancouver Jade’ ‘ 
Claire McCaughey 

Remaining early winter cranberry 
Claire McCaughey 

Sibbaldiopsis tridentata (three-toothed cinquefoil) is 

a semi-evergreen perennial with small white flowers 

in spring.  ‘Nuuk’, a cultivar, is more widely available 

than the species with leaflets that flush maroon in 

the winter. 

 

Polystichum acrostichoides (Christmas fern) is an 

evergreen fern that works as a taller groundcover 

(grows up to 60cm).  This is an ideal shade or semi-

shade evergreen. 

 

Tiarella cordifolia (foamflower) is a semi-evergreen 

perennial with beautiful white flowers in spring. 

 

Waldsteinia fragarioides (barren strawberry) is an 

evergreen or semi-evergreen perennial with yellow 

flowers in spring. 

 

Some native groundcovers require or grow best in 

acidic soil: 

 

Cornus canadensis (bunchberry) is a semi-

evergreen low-growing shrub with a beautiful leaf-

shape, white flowers in the spring and red berries in 

the fall.  It requires acidic soil.  It is Canada’s unoffi-

cial national flower growing in every province and 

territory. 

 

Arctostaphylos uva-ursi (bearberry or kinnikinnick) is 

an evergreen prostrate shrub producing red berries 

in the fall under good conditions. ‘Vancouver Jade’ 

is a widely available cultivar.  It grows best in acidic 

soil. 

 

Vaccinium macrocarpon (cranberry) is a prostrate 

evergreen shrub producing edible fruit.  Its leaves 

turn reddish purple in winter.  ‘Stevens’ is a well-

known cultivar.  It prefers acidic soil. 

 

Gaultheria procumbens (wintergreen) is an ever-

green perennial producing red berries in fall.  Acidic 

soil is required for success.  This is a more challeng-

ing plant to establish. 

 

Though winter is on the way, the addition of these 

evergreen and semi-evergreen groundcovers can 

bring interest to the garden and joy to the all-season 

gardener year after year.  
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Helplines - are monitored daily  

Send questions and photos of garden pests, dis-

eases or plants for Identification. 

Amanda Carrigan, Ann McQuillan, Dale Odorizzi, 

Faith Schmidt, Gail Labrosse, Josie Pazdzior, Judith 

Cox, Julianne Labreche, Kelly Noel, Marion 

Runstedler, Rob Stuart, Susan Bicket, Andrew Arcel-

lo, Claire McCaughey, Diane McClymont-Peace, 

Edythe Falconer, Heather Clemenson,  Rebecca Last, 

Margaret Ryan, Sheila Currie, Mary Ann Van Berlo, 

Heather Clemenson, Stephanie Sleeth, Gillian Boyd 

 

Letters to editor: mgottawaeditor@gmail.com  

Banner Photograph:  Grasses,  Julianne Labreche .  

 

Lanark County Master Gardeners 

Blog Helpline Facebook Calendar 

This is your chance, as a reader, to sug-

gest an idea for an article you would like to 

see in Trowel Talk. Click on the button. 

 

 

Clinics 

 

 

Talks and Events 

 

We are doing some talks for Garden Clubs and 

Horticultural Societies using Zoom or other virtual 

meeting software.  Attendance is by invitation from 

the host organization.  We are planning to offer our 

own series of virtual presentations in the new year.  

We very much hope that we are able to resume in-

person clinics at farmers’ markets next season  

Ottawa-Carleton Master Gardeners 

Helpline Website Facebook Clinics 

Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master Gardeners of Lanark County are member groups of 

Master Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the mission of providing free gardening advice 

to the public. 
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