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Adair Heuchan

 Do Not Disturb the Soil
 Ask a Master Gardener

ost gardeners think that turning over the soil in
their garden is a good thing and may be surprised to
learn that there is a better way. For centuries, farming practices involved turning over or “tilling” the soil,
which was thought of as simply the growing medium
for plants. Over time, soils were depleted of their
nutrients and agricultural production was unable to
feed the growing populations.
The Green Revolution in the 1950s and 60s, championed by Norman Borlaug (Nobel Prize 1970),
brought new drought-resistant strains of cereals.
Unfortunately, the soils were damaged by the addition of vast amounts of fertilizers, pesticides and
herbicides. These chemicals destroyed the essential flora and fauna, requiring even more fertilizer in
order to produce somewhat fertile soils.
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Critics of the Green Revolution now point to the loss
of biodiversity, including the destruction of wildlife,
pollinators, and life generally within the soil. Water
quality and health issues have arisen, along with an
increase in plant pathogens. Even the death of
some small farms has been attributed to this Green
Revolution.
During those heady years of vastly increased agricultural production, few recognized that soils are
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alive. Soil scientists such as Dr. Elaine Ingham
were, however, already studying the worlds of life
within the soils. She promoted building aerobic soils
full of good bacteria, fungi, flora and fauna. Her approach was to identify which groups of microorganisms were lacking and to add them through biocompost or bio-liquids.
This approach included changing agricultural practices so as not to disturb these essential actors further. Dr. Ingham and others have demonstrated that
healthy soils encourage good insects (pollinators),
earthworms, nematodes, micro-arthropods, birds,
butterflies and animals to return. They also reject
the unwelcome pests. She established the Soil
Food Web in 1986 - soilfoodweb.com – to help farmers restore their soils.
Another key figure was Bill Mollison (1928-2016), an
Australian researcher, author, scientist, teacher and
biologist – the “father of permaculture”– who observed the interconnected systems of nature as far
back as 1959. In 1974, Mollison and David
Holmgren began working together on “permanent
agriculture” and published their book Permaculture
One: A Perennial Agriculture for Human Settlements in 1978. It promotes an integrated system of
ecological and environmental management of humans, animals, plants and soils. Underpinning permaculture are principles of biodiversity, replicating
natural habitats, and non-interference, including notillage of the soils.
Many now follow these soil management practices.
Two well-known proponents of “no-till” gardening
and farming are Morag Gamble and Charles Dowding. Both have dozens of YouTube presentations
on building and sustaining no-dig/no-till gardens. In
his market garden in Somerset, England, Dowding
clearly demonstrates that vegetables planted in nondisturbed soils, covered in 2 inches of compost,
thrive better than those where the same compost is
“tilled” or even just “forked”. Even gently opening
the soil with a fork disturbs the symbiotic relationship between plants and soil life.

Compiled by Amanda Carrigan and Ann McQuillan
aster Gardeners answer helpline questions
My lavender plant is three years old and I have not
pruned it before. Can I prune it now, in October,
before the winter comes?
Unless your lavender is so large that it is getting in
the way and posing a hazard, you should avoid
pruning it after late summer. Pruning it now could
result in new growth that would die before spring,
as it would not have time to harden off before winter. The best time to do the pruning would be in
spring after the new growth begins. You can remove any winterkilled branches then, and tidy up
the rest of the plant. You can also cut lavender
back more heavily (to 15 cm/6”) every 2-3 years to
encourage bushier new growth and keep the plant
from getting straggly

This will be our first time winterizing a front hedge
of holly shrubs. The hedge faces north. What can
we do to make sure they survive our Ottawa winters?
Which species of holly is your hedge? There are
two native hollies that should not need winter protection. Inkberry (Ilex glabra) and winterberry (I. verticillata) are hardy to zones 4 and 3 respectively
(Ottawa is considered zone 4b). The hardiest of the
other hollies are the evergreen Ilex x meserveae
cultivars, hardy to zone 5 and sometimes zone 4,
(so considered marginally hardy in Ottawa).
A front hedge of evergreen holly with a north exposure will definitely need protection from drying elements, such as salt (if near a roadway) and winter’s
north-west winds that can cause brown, desiccated
foliage by spring. To shield the hollies over the winter, you can make a tent around them out of insulating materials such as burlap or white felt (reusable
fabrics sold at garden centres for this purpose).

Soils which are essentially balanced and left undis2

turbed benefit in all kinds of ways. They are more
stable and better aerated. They retain more water
and percolate it more successfully. They nurture
plant fertility and encourage carbon sequestration.
Finally, unwanted pests and weeds are not attracted to healthy soils covered in growing plants.
While not a scientific approach, I can say that peas
I planted in non-tilled soil were twice as tall and productive as those planted at exactly the same time in
a very large pot of fresh potting soil. I am going to
try “no-till” in my vegetable patch next spring. There
is nothing to lose and potentially much to gain in
trying “no-tillage” in your own gardens. Simply add
the compost on top in the fall and gently open up
the locations for your seeds or seedlings at planting
time. Or do it in the spring and top or side dress
with compost. In either case, disturb the soil as little
as possible and observe the results. 

Don’t wrap them tightly.

Depending on the size of the hedge and your resources, a protective cover of evergreen branches
(e.g. cut-up Christmas trees after the holidays) is
also helpful. As well, you may want to apply a good
layer of mulch (a few inches thick) to the root zone
to help protect the shallow roots from freeze-thaw
damage. Both these measures should be done after hard frost to discourage rodents from taking up
residence. However, if you plan to use stakes to
support the tent, you may want to put them in place
earlier, before the ground freezes. Trim any branch
tips that show winter damage after uncovering in the
spring. 

Peas grown in pot (left) and peas in no-till soil (right)
Adair Heuchan

Sheila Currie
ith books like Nature’s Best Hope (Doug Tallamy, 2020) hitting the New York Times bestseller list,
many gardeners are looking for ways to grow more
native wildflowers. How best to do this? Conventional nurseries typically carry few native species.
Horticulturists have long been crossing related wildflower species, both native and non-native, looking

for interesting variations. These hybrids or
“cultivars” are what is sold in most nurseries. While
the number of native species sold by nurseries is
increasing, supply remains an issue. Cost is another factor, with plugs or pots of perennial wildflowers
ranging from $3-$20, depending on size and species.
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A period of dormancy is nature’s way of protecting
seeds from germinating too soon and subjecting
seedlings to our climate’s freezing temperatures.
Native perennial seeds won’t germinate until they
undergo a period of cold stratification. This can be
achieved in a number of ways, with the easiest being to sow them directly into the soil in late fall.

Garden with Michigan lily
Sheila Currie

Fortunately, there are two simple ways to increase
our stocks of native species perennials: either by
sowing saved seeds or dividing mature perennials
during the growing season.
Harvesting Native Perennial Seeds
Cultivars are genetically diverse from both parent
species so any seed they produce will result in other
unpredictable differences. But within a species
there is much less diversity, so seeds from a wildflower will grow into another version of itself - they
reliably come true from seed. Most germinate readily when provided with the right growing conditions,
which are simply those similar to the location where
they were gathered.
Seeds are ready for harvest once the flowers are
spent and the seedheads are turning brown, but before they release their seeds to the ground. Some
species such as milkweed signal their readiness by
showing splits along their seedpods. Always snip
seedheads from several healthy-looking plants for
some genetic diversity and to avoid removing all the
seeds from a single plant. I put the seedheads in
muffin tins to keep them sorted while they dry over
the period of a week or so. The seeds can then be
removed from the heads by rubbing them in a kitchen sieve, or putting them in a closed jar and shaking
them.

However, you can also save the dried seeds over
the winter by cold-stratifying them in your fridge in
airtight containers. I’ve found most natives will germinate well after dry stratification, but in some cases
moist stratification -- keeping the seeds in a damp
sterile medium in the fridge – is reported to have
better results. In either case, come January you can
plant them in containers outside for later transplanting into the ground, or wait until the snow melts and
plant them then. Alternatively, you can start them in
pots indoors in January – March for later transplanting outside.
Native perennials that are easily grown from seed
include coneflower (Echinacea purpurea), swamp
milkweed (Asclepias incarnata), ironweed
(Vernonia), brown-eyed Susans (Rudbeckia spp.)
and asters, among others.

Brown-belted bumblebee on heliopsis
Sheila Currie
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larger than the size of the transplant, watering thoroughly. Using a sharp shovel or trowel cut around
the edge of the plant and then slice through it with a
knife at the desired size, cutting between the stems.
Place the divided clump in a bucket of water to make
it easier to loosen the roots, trim as necessary and
tease out any weeds. Place the division in the planting hole, refill with local soil – no amending necessary – and water again. If the division is being transported any distance, keep it in a bucket or bag of
water.

Aclepias tuberosa with monarch caterpillar
Sheila Currie

Propagating Perennials through Division
Many native perennials spread enthusiastically by
rhizome and are easy to divide. These include summer-flowering plants such as woodland sunflower
(Helianthus divaricatus), false sunflower (Heliopsis
helianthoides) and beebalm (Monarda fistulosa), to
name just a few. Many spring bloomers are also
easy to divide, including Canada anemone
(Anemone canadensis), wild ginger (Asarum canadense), Virginia waterleaf (Hydrophyllum virginianum) and bloodroot (Sanguinaria canadensis).
Growing native perennials that bloom at different
times of the season helps support all the pollinators.
To divide perennials, water plants ahead of time,
preferably the day before. When plant roots are cut,
they become stressed and this interferes with their
ability to absorb water and nutrients. By ensuring
that roots are well watered before and after transplanting, this stress is reduced. Prepare the destination planting hole, loosening the soil in an area

Anemone and a little wild ginger
Sheila Currie

Comparing the Two Methods: Pros and Cons
Growing by seed has two main advantages: volume
and variety. The single seedhead of a coneflower
can yield dozens of seeds, and germination rates
are high. What easier way to increase the number
of these beauties in your garden? This way, a variety of free seeds is available not only in our own gardens, but from friends and neighbours, seed swaps
5

and even libraries.
On the other hand, propagating by division has advantages. Firstly, plants from division are already
mature, providing instant gratification in terms of
size, blooms and full ecological benefits. In contrast,
perennials grown from seed will typically not bloom
until their second year. Growing from seed also requires patience and sustained effort over a period of
time, whereas division of plants is a one-time effort.
Finally, growing from division costs nothing whereas

growing from seed can involve the cost of supplies
such as pots, a growing medium and supplemental
lighting.
Fortunately, both these methods are easy, especially with our hardy native perennials. As gardeners
we can use both methods, choosing whatever works
best. No matter what, it’s a win-win for us, for our
gardens, and for the pollinators. 

Rebecca Last
his was an amazing year for tomatoes. My small
garden has produced at least ten kilos so far – and
we’re not done yet! But what to do with all that
bounty?
After all, one can only eat so many fresh tomatoes,
no matter how delicious. I’ve dehydrated at least
three kilos, which is more “sundried tomatoes” than
any normal household can consume in several
years. The rest? Well, the rest go into the freezer.
After mastery of fire and the invention of agriculture,
refrigeration in general and freezing in particular
have probably contributed most to our food security.
In many cases, freezing is as simple as sealing the
produce in an airtight container and chucking it into
the freezer.

which manufactures beeswax wrappers, recommends they not be used with meat, or kept in the
freezer for more than one month.
• Third, whenever possible, freeze food in portion

sizes to avoid waste. For example, few families
will need two liters of applesauce at one time, so
freeze it in cup or half-cup sized containers.
Now, about those tomatoes. Many sources will tell
you to blanch them first to remove the skins. In my
experience, this is unnecessary. The skins come
off much more easily after the tomatoes have been
frozen. I wash the fruit, cut off any bruises or blemishes, then core and score it and pop it into a Ziploc
baggie.

However, there are some important things to know:
• First and most important is to always date and

label anything you put in the freezer. There is
nothing more frustrating that coming across an
ice-encased mystery package and having no idea
what it is or how long it’s been there.
• Second, in the freezer environment, air is your

enemy. It can lead to moisture loss, causing
freezer burn. Flexible packaging, such as a plastic bag or a beeswax wrapper, allows you to
squeeze out as much air as possible. Abeego,

Tomatoes ready to freeze
Rebecca Last
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Coring means cutting a cone-shaped piece from the
stem-end, removing the sepals and the woody core
that often sits directly underneath it. Then, score the
fruit by running the tip of a sharp knife around it.
That way, the skin will simply pop off when the fruit
is thawed.
Every year, my husband and I make several different kinds of jams and jellies. I don’t grow all that
fruit. We buy it in season when the quality and flavour are at peak and prices are low. Since we don’t
have air conditioning, we freeze everything until the
weather is cooler. We prepare the fruit by washing
it, removing the pits of plums, cherries, peaches and
apricots. For reasons that I have never deciphered,
peaches need to be skinned but apricots don’t. To
skin peaches, dip them in boiling water for two to
three minutes and then plunge them immediately
into ice water. Then, we chop or mash the fruit and
measure it into recipe-sized portions that are frozen
flat in Ziploc baggies.
You can also freeze whole berries for later consumption. Lay strawberries, raspberries, blueberries, or other kinds of berries in a single layer on a
piece of wax paper on a cookie sheet to freeze.
Once frozen, the berries can be tipped into an airtight container for storage. A friend of mine saves
the juice from thawing strawberries and uses it to
make a spectacular jelly. Meanwhile, she serves the
thawed fruit on ice cream. That way, the berries do
double duty.

Delicate herbs like basil, tarragon and dill can be puréed with a tiny amount of oil and frozen into ice cubes for later use. Alternatively, you can lay the herb
leaves flat on a sheet of wax paper, then roll the wax
paper into a cigar shape and store the whole thing in
a Ziploc baggie, then place in the freezer. To use,
simply unroll the frozen cigar and pick off as many
leaves as you need. The rest can be rolled up and
returned to the freezer before it thaws.
We save our basil as pesto using a simple recipe. A
half-cup of pesto on noodles with a bit of chicken or
mushrooms is enough to make an easy meal for the
two of us. Other leafy veggies, such as kale, nasturtium leaves, and arugula can also be made into pesto.

Basil Pesto ingredients
Rebecca Last

Runner beans can be frozen for later use in meals,
soups, stews and casseroles. First, trim the tips off
the beans and remove the fibrous string, unless they
are the stringless variety. You can chop the beans
into bite–sized pieces to save time and work later, or
leave them whole. Blanch them by parboiling for a
couple of minutes, then immediately plunge them
into ice water. Although this last step is not essential, it will help the beans retain their fresh colour and
flavour.
Some things are best frozen as purée. Apples and
pumpkins are both in this category. Both can be
stewed and then pureed before freezing.

Among things that don’t freeze well are root veggies
like potatoes, beets, carrots and parsnips. These are
best stored in a cool dark space and do not require
refrigeration or freezing. As well, salad greens like
lettuce, celery, endive and radishes also do not store
well in the freezer. These are best enjoyed fresh.
With a bit of planning and prep time, much of our
wonderful seasonal produce can be frozen for later
enjoyment. The National Center for Home Food
Preservation offers excellent tips and directions for a
wide range of foods. 
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Susan Bicket

“The vandal”
Susan Bicket

ne of the great joys in my life is my dog, but he

though easily jumped, usually acts as a deterrent, as
would a raised bed or dense planting. For those
who are aggravated by neighbours’ dogs walking on
their grass, the low fence sends a clear message
not to walk here. (Dogs normally prefer to walk on
cool grass rather than hot tarmac.) Short stakes
driven into the ground or thorny branches will discourage a dog from lying on a garden bed. Other
options may be a motion activated sprinkler, or an
invisible electronic fencing with shock collar – not
my choice. Time spent training your dog not to walk
in certain parts of the garden is a better solution.

can be a vandal in the garden! Not only do we
have the issue of “fertilizing” but he does not respect garden beds and will happily trample treasured plants, totally unaware he is committing a mortal sin. So how do I mitigate his detrimental effect
on the garden?
Most dogs can find a “hole” in a hedge, so we
chose to fence and gate the back garden to provide
a secure environment for off leash activities. Fences can provide a great opportunity, especially in a
smaller garden, for ‘vertical’ gardening. They can
support vines and canes or cordon, espalier and fan
-trained fruit trees.
The layout of my garden was dictated by the needs
of my dog that loves to run and chase balls and
needs open space. Some dogs simply want a
shady place to lie and watch the world go by and
others like exploring. Dogs are territorial and will
appreciate a perimeter path to patrol the garden.
We have several tracks worn in the grass from the
pounding of paws, so situating plants on these
tracks would only lead to grief. The paths can be
unsightly, and the dog often muddy. One practical
solution would be to make the path a permanent
feature by laying woodchips, gravel (round not
sharp) or even hardscaping, but soft surfaces are
kinder to paws.

A knee-high fence protects a garden bed from
canine intrusions. The chain link fence, at the
back, provides support for climbing plants.
Susan Bicket

I am fortunate that my current dog does not seem to
dig, but it can be a problem especially when dogs
choose garden beds where the soil is nice and soft.
I previously had a dog that liked to bury
‘bones’ (food, toys, etc.). My son’s dog digs hollows
to lie in. Some dogs just want to escape, and digging is in the DNA of others. (Many terriers, for example, were originally bred as ratters).
Determining the reason behind digging is the first
step to controlling the problem. I kept ‘bones’ in the

A knee-high fence around a garden bed, even
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house. My son’s garden has one hollow that cools
and shelters his dog. For dogs that just love to dig,
set aside a spot where they can dig.

as a shady spot to rest in and cool down out of the
sun.

This dog has dug a scrape in the shade to lie in.
Anarosa Paredes

Dogs do occasionally eat plants. I have had dogs
that helped themselves to blackberries, strawberries, raspberries, and even ripe tomatoes. My son’s
dog has nibbled on a variety of leaves. So, avoid
poisonous plants in an unsupervised dog recreation
area if you know that your dog eats more than the
odd blade of grass. Be extremely careful using any
fertilizers, herbicides, or pesticides (including homemade) as not only might your dog try eating them
(blood and bonemeal are attractive to dogs) but
they may be ingested when paws and fur are licked.
Mulch, in particular, coco bean mulch and coffee
grounds which are poisonous to dogs, can be hazardous if they decide to chew on it. Compost heaps
should be dog-proof as kitchen scraps may upset a
dog’s digestion if eaten. Avoid plants that have
seed heads that will stick in fur and plants with
thorns that can scratch and catch in fur.
After exercising a dog can become overheated and
thirsty, so clean drinking water is needed. A bowl of
fresh water is sufficient but what a wonderful excuse
for a garden water feature. It does not need to be
large. My dog will happily plunge into a pond to
cool down, thus any pond liner needs to be well protected from claws. The dog also needs a safe exit
from a pond, a gentle slope, or steps. I provide a
small rigid paddling pool as an alternative, as well

The paddling pool is a popular place to cool off. It
empties quickly, needing frequent refilling
Susan Bicket

Dogs need to eliminate waste. The result of pee on a
lawn is usually a brown spot surrounded by a ring of
lush grass. This spot is basically fertilizer burn. The
spots tend to be more prevalent with dogs that squat
to pee. The standard advice is to water the area
where the dog has peed, but who follows a dog
around with a watering can? To rejuvenate a brown
patch in the lawn, water well, scruff up with a rake
and sprinkle with grass seeds. Training the dog to
use a single area, perhaps mulched, supplied with a
pee post (garden ornament?) can save most of the
lawn from unsightly spots and make feces easier to
find for disposal. Dog feces should not be composted or buried near edible plants as it may carry parasites or other pathogens.
While you may have the benefits of dog ownership
(big soulful brown eyes, regular free exercise) to balance the aggravations, your neighbours do not. So
be considerate, clean-up after your dog, respect the
property boundaries of others when walking your
dog and do not allow it to roam off your property. A
well-trained dog and a little understanding of, and
accommodation for, dog behaviours will go a long
way towards maintaining a balance between your
garden and the needs of your dog. 
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Gail Labrosse
cer platinoides, commonly called Norway maple,
is indigenous to Europe and western Asia. These
days, it is found far beyond its homeland. This prolific seed producer was introduced to North America
in 1756 as an ornamental tree. After World War II, it
was commonly planted in Canada’s urban areas to
replace white elms killed by Dutch elm disease.
There are several ways to distinguish between the
Norway maple and our native sugar maple. Norway
maple leaves are broader than those of sugar maple
and the leaf has five to seven main lobes, while sugar maple typically has three to five main lobes.
Norway maple can be readily distinguished from
sugar maple as well by the milky sap that exudes
from the leaf petiole when it is broken. Sugar maple
emits a clear sap. However, this is more obvious
earlier in the season than in fall, as air bubbles in
sugar maple can sometimes make its sap appear
white.
The Norway maple has many desirable characteristics as a street tree. It is a low maintenance tree
that is insect and disease-resistant, thrives in difficult
urban conditions and has many cultivars with beautiful shade-making canopies. However, it has become evident that there are also serious drawbacks
to this species.

Norway maple in August (above). Leaf close-up
(below)

Planted in urban areas as an ornamental street tree,
Norway maple has the potential to become an aggressive intruder if it spreads to adjacent deciduous
forests, or within urban areas with ravines, woodlots,
hedges, fences or culverts. It has numerous competitive advantages over native tree species as it
has the ability to establish itself in various soil types.
It is shade tolerant and is a prolific seed producer.
Norway maple tends to become a very serious invader when planted near a natural habitat. It can be
difficult and may be impossible to remove it, espe-

Gail Labrosse
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cially when it covers a large area.
How can you prevent new invasions? Plant native!
Ontario’s beautiful native trees sustain a greater diversity and number of wildlife than non-natives.
Alternatives
Instead of Norway maple, consider growing sugar
maple (deep, rich soil needed), red maple (moist
soil), silver and freeman maples (moist soils required), downy and smooth serviceberry (tolerates
wide range of soils, produces edible berries in summer), and hackberry (adapts to a range of soil types
and tolerates problematic urban conditions).
For more suggestions, speak to your tree nursery 

Norway maple trunk
Gail Labrosse

Click HERE to registar
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On the Web
Lanark County Master Gardeners

Blog

Helpline

Calendar

This is your chance, as a reader, to suggest an idea for an article you would like to
see in Trowel Talk. Click on the button.
Facebook

Ottawa-Carleton Master Gardeners

Website

Helpline

Clinics

Facebook

Helplines - are monitored daily
Send questions and photos of garden pests, diseases or plants for Identification.
Trowel Talk can be found on the Lanark County
Master Gardener’s blogsite and Ottawa Carleton
Master Gardener’s Website

Clinics

Closed

Talks and Events

For information on gardening in and around the
Ottawa valley:
https://gardeningcalendar.ca/
Talks given by Master Gardeners for garden clubs
and horticultural societies using Zoom or other virtual meeting software. If you wish to attend please
contact the host organization. .

Amanda Carrigan, Judith Cox, Julianne Labreche,
Gail Labrosse, Ann McQuillan, Kelly Noel, Dale Odorizzi, Josie Pazdzior, Marion Runstedler, Rob Stuart,
Rebecca Last, Sheila Currie, Adair Heuchan, Gail
Labrosse, Margaret Ryan, Agnieszka Keough, Gillian
Boyd, Stephanie Sleeth, Heather Clemenson, Mary
Ann Van Berlo, Mary Crawford

Letters to editor: mgottawaeditor@gmail.com
Banner Photograph: Symphyotrichum novae-angliae ‘Harringtons
pink’, Susan Bicket .

Tuesday, October 19, 7:00 pm
Mary Ann Van Berlo
Made in the Shade
Stittsville Goulbourn Horticultural Society
Monday October 25, Time 7:00 pm
Julianne Labreche
A Garden for the Birds
Brockville Horticultural Society
Monday October 25, 7:30 pm
Mary Sherman Reid
Preparing your Garden Beds for Winter
Gatineau Valley Gardeners
Tuesday, November 9, 7:00 pm
Julianne Labreche
Biodiversity at the Crossroads
Ottawa South Garden Group
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