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 Connecting the Dots
 Ask a Master Gardener

Marion Runstedler
olka dot plant (Hypoestes phyllostachya) has other common names too, including flamingo plant,
freckle face plant, and measles plant.
Whatever you call it, this is the most common species. It is a beautiful, eye-catching, delicate tropical
plant with small, soft, oval, downy green leaves
splattered with white to pale pink spots. These
spots can range from white to any shade of pink to
red and really stand out against most other foliage.
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Intrigued yet? I hope so. The pink polka dot plant is
well worth adding to your indoor garden. Not only is
it eye-catching, it’s also easy to grow. A bonus is
that it is not toxic to humans or pets.
Originating from Madagascar, this plant requires
both indirect bright light and humidity. If placed near
an unobstructed south or east facing window, ensure the plant is 45-60 cm away from the window,
so that it receives no more than one hour of direct
light.
If there is not enough light, the polka dot plant gets
leggy and the colourful foliage will fade. Although
this plant can grow to 90 cm tall, it is most attractive
when kept to 30 to 45 cm. This can be done by
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pinching or cutting back the top two leaves on each
stem weekly.
The easiest way to propagate a polka dot plant is by
taking stem cuttings in spring. The cut stem should
be 10 cm long. Remove the lower leaves and place
it in water where it will quickly produce roots. Gently
transfer to a small pot containing moistened potting
soil and water thoroughly. It can also be started
from seed.
During the summer months, I move many of my
houseplants outdoors to my backyard garden, including the polka dot plant which gets lots of shade
under my evergreen trees. It has gained more popularity as an outdoor annual over the past few years,
brightening borders and adding some flair to container plantings. It fits in perfectly with other shade
loving plants including annuals such as impatiens
and caladiums. In fall, ensure that these plants are
placed back indoors before any risk of frost.

Whether indoors in winter or outdoors in summer,
the polka dot plant requires a rich, well-drained soil.
Water it only when the first centimetre or two of soil
feels dry to the touch. Being a tropical plant, it would
appreciate a room with higher humidity than most of
our homes can offer this time of year, so a humidifier
for the plant room may be a good idea. Use a general all-purpose fertilizer every two weeks in the
summer months and only once a month during the
winter.
The polka dot plant has few problems but it is susceptible to whiteflies, aphids, and mealy bugs, especially when grown indoors. Watch for powdery mildew and root rot.
Although the polka dot plant has no known medicinal
properties, it brightens up my day every time I see its
vivid foliage. It’s like a ray of sunshine on a dreary
day. Some days, that is all you need. 

Compiled by Amanda Carrigan and Ann McQuillan

An orchid I’ve had for several years is blooming
and looks healthy, but seems to have a number of
things (roots?) growing out of the top. I’ve also
noticed that the plastic pot inside the ceramic one
is cracked, and there are more roots there.
Should I be doing something, and if so, what? I
have no experience with orchids.
Your orchid is very likely a Phalaenopsis, which
are the easiest orchids to grow as house plants.
In the wild, they grow clinging to a tree rather than
in the ground, which is why we usually plant them
in a loose bark-chip medium. The roots are
adapted to absorbing moisture from the air, so it’s
not a problem if some of them are outside the pot.
Your plant seems to be happy and growing well,
but the root mass is outgrowing the space available, so the plant would probably like some fresh

medium and a new, slightly larger, pot. You can
replace the old plastic inner pot with a new, larger
one, or just use a single, larger, ceramic, clay, or
plastic pot. Whatever pot(s) you use should have
drainage holes. It is not necessary to tuck all the
roots into the soil when repotting, but do trim off
any that are dried up or mushy. Repotting is best
done after the plant finishes blooming. Here are
some links to sites that go over the repotting process in more detail.
https://www.chicagobotanic.org/plantinfo/
smartgardener/how-to-repot-an-orchid
https://www.bhg.com/gardening/houseplants/care/
how-do-i-repot-my-orchid/
continued
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I need some suggestions for a strong groundcover for planting along the road allowance in
my front garden, which is south-east facing. I t
needs to be forgiving, and inexpensive to replace, as it gets dug up periodically. There are
low sedums and thyme in the area, but they are
not doing as well as expected, so I think the salt
may be an issue. I have an interest in native
plants, and already have some pussytoes, if that
might be an option.

Spaces like this can be difficult to plant – there’s a
reason that planting along the road is colloquially
known as ‘hellstrip gardening’.
Pussytoes (Antennaria spp.) are supposed to be
drought- and salt-tolerant, so worth a try, although
they may not spread much. Sedums may vary in
their hardiness in these conditions. Have you tried
Sedum kamtschaticum?

Some other possible plants:
Yarrow (Achillea millefolium): The ferny leaves
spread by runners, and the flowers come in multiple
colours.
Sea thrift (Armeria maritima): Clump-forming rather
than really a spreader, fine leaves and pink flowers.
Biokovo perennial geranium (Geranium x cantabrigense ‘Biokovo’): Pale pink/white flowers, scented
foliage, and very drought tolerant.
Bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi): Native and will
tolerate salt spray.
Snow-in-summer (Cerastium tomentosum): white
flowers and greyish leaves, grows well in dry, sunny
conditions with poor soil, and spreads quickly.
Purple love grass (Eragrostis spectabilis): A native
grass, misty purple seedheads, may reseed itself.
Catmint (Nepeta faassenii, N. mussinii): There are
both taller and shorter ones. Plants can be sheared
back after flowering, or allowed to reseed. 

Rebecca Last
activities for these cold winter days. Growing new
plants from seed is easy, fun and economical. But
first, you need to know when to start seeds.

Label seed starts with the name of the plant and
the date you started the seeds so you can gauge
germination times
Rebecca Last

rowsing seed catalogues and imagining my garden for the coming season are among my favourite

To answer this question, you need to know:
1. When you want this plant to be ready to plant out
in the garden. (Aside from the restrictions of our
grow-zone, gardeners have some discretion
here.) Carefully reading the seed’s catalogue
listing or package will usually provide the other
information you need. However, for more unusual perennial seeds, you may need to do some
research online to find out.
2. How long the seeds will take to germinate and
grow to a large enough size for planting outside;
and
3. If there are any specific requirements for breaking dormancy.
For example, suppose I have seeds for swamp
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milkweed (Asclepias incarnata), a lovely native perennial that is helpful for monarch butterflies. I want
to plant the milkweed after our last anticipated frost
on the Victoria Day weekend (or the following week
for very tender plants). So, here’s my calculation
for when to start the seeds:

Therefore, I will need to pot up the seeds no later
than March 3. Of course, seeds don’t have calendars or clocks. All my timing calculations are approximate. Actual plant growth depends on us, as
gardeners, providing the right conditions, and a
measure of luck.

1. Plant outside May 23rd. Back up one week for

Sometimes we can accommodate seedlings that
don’t perform as expected by being flexible when we
plant outside. For our milkweed example, I only
need to have the seedling ready when the first monarch butterflies arrive in my garden, which is usually
the second or third week of June. Thus, I have a
good month of flexibility to get my milkweed seedlings ready for butterfly visitors.

hardening off the seedling
(May 23 ← 7 days = May 16)
2. The seeds will take 10-15 days to germinate, so
we count back another two weeks
(May 16 ← 14 days = May 2). I also know that
my newly sprouted seedling will need about a
month to become large enough to transplant.
(May 2 ← 30 days = April 2).
3. Being a native, my swamp milkweed requires a
period of cold stratification to break dormancy.
This means, I’ll have to store the potted seeds in
the fridge for about a month before they will germinate. So, we back up another month.
(April 2 ← 30 days = March 3).

When you’re planning an entire garden of annual
vegetables, things can become more complicated.
The calculations are the same, but you need to run
the numbers for each species, and for each planting
that you’re planning. Some market gardeners use a
planting calendar such as shown in the illustration.

A simplified planting chart for Canadian hardiness zones 4b-5a. Micro-climates can have a big impact on
what and when we plant outside
Rebecca Last

You need to consider whether your seeds are for
warm or cool season plants.
Warm season veggies cannot be planted outside
until the soil has warmed and all danger of frost has
passed. Typically, these are the veggies we plant

outside on or after the Victoria Day weekend.
Warm season veggies include much of the nightshade (Solanaceae) family (tomatoes, peppers,
eggplant, tobacco, ground cherries, etc.), the cucurbit (Cucurbitaceae) family (everything from
acorn squash to zucchini, including melons),
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beans, corn, okra, and sweet potatoes. Most warm
season plants need to be started indoors as they
require a longer growing season than we have in
Ottawa. Exceptions are those that don’t transplant
well, such as beans, ground cherries and sweet potatoes.
Cool season veggies, on the other hand, can be
sown directly as soon as the outdoor soil can be
worked. Cool season veggies include: many root
veggies (beets, carrots, parsnips, potatoes, radishes,
etc.); brassicas (broccoli, cabbage, kale, etc.); leafy
veggies like chard, lettuce, and spinach; peas; and a
lot of the allium (Amaryllidaceae) family, such as onions and leeks. Root veggies should be direct sown,
as they are very difficult, if not impossible, to transplant. Personally, I like to start my leafy greens indoors to give them a head start. I can trim the surplus plants and eat them as microgreens before I
harden them off and transplant outside.

from the last frost-free date in fall.
Ottawa typically sees its first frost about the second
week of October - let’s say October 10. If I harvest
my garlic on August 1 and immediately plant another
crop, it needs to be one that will mature in the 70
days before frost threatens. I need a crop that will
tolerate cooler fall weather, and to avoid problems
with pests and diseases, it shouldn’t be in the same
family as the plants I’ve just removed. Garlic is an
allium, so I don’t want to plant anything related to
onions. Some varieties of tomato mature in two
months, but these heat lovers won’t appreciate the
cool autumn nights. Leafy greens like kale or spinach would be a good choice. I could plan a couple
of harvests of radish and lettuce. Carrots or beets
would also work well.
Now you can calculate when to plant what seeds,
and you should also have an appreciation of the cultural and climate considerations. Happy growing! 

Many cool season veggies will mature early, leaving
a hole in your garden. Lettuce, for example, will bolt
and become inedible after summer heat arrives.
Radishes typically form and can be eaten within 4-5
weeks of planting. Savvy gardeners plan to fill these
holes in the garden with a second crop – a practice
called succession planting.
Planning your second crop requires knowing how
long it should take your plant to finish growing and
be harvested. The “days to maturity” is standard information in seed catalogues and on the seed package.
The only difference between this mid-season calculation and the spring one is that we are counting
back not from the first frost-free date in spring, but

Seedlings and houseplants need a week to harden
off outside in a shaded, sheltered spot
Rebecca Last

Barbara Long
t’s good news that pollinator gardens are becoming
very popular. But what if you don’t have an open,
sunny meadow and still want to help pollinators?
This article is about a project in a public space with
a less than ideal site.

Pollinators need the same things we need: food,
water, and shelter. When they have all three, this
creates an ideal habitat for them.
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Food
Food for pollinators means nectar and pollen from
flowers, as well as host plants to feed caterpillars –
the larval stage of butterflies and moths. Native
species are preferred since they have evolved over
hundreds of years to match the needs of the insects
in the same area.
Native plants usually have a more open flower
structure with fewer petals, so the stamens and
nectaries are easily accessed and fertilized by insects for cross-pollination. We humans may prefer
multiple petals because they are prettier but they
make it harder for insects to reach their food
source.
The following native plants will provide food for pollinators and grow in any shady location: columbine
(Aquilegia canadensis); wild basil (Clinopodium vulgare); wild ginger (Asarum canadense); foam flower
(Tiarella cordifolia); false Solomon’s seal
(Maianthemum racemosum); zigzag goldenrod
(Solidago flexicaulis); and large-leaved or white
wood aster (Eurybia macrophylla).
Although plants like wild basil can be invasive, this
garden is very dry so it is not likely to spread quickly
and overwhelm the garden.
Water
To provide water, we will create a bog area along
the lower edge of the garden by burying a piece of
plastic sheeting under the soil. When it rains, the
water will not drain from the area and stay wet. The
mud can be used by mason bees to build their
nests.
Shelter
Shelter for pollinators means protection from the
sun, wind and weather, and a place to rest, reproduce, hibernate, and be safe from predators.
The project area is shown in the attached photograph and is located at the top of a steep hill. Two
large trees, an American elm and a Manitoba maple, shade it. These block the sun and pull up
moisture from the soil that makes the dry shade

Shady space for a pollinator garden
Barbara Long

growing conditions rather a challenge.
Shelter is where we can really shine, providing areas for hibernation and reproduction. Here are some
suggestions:
Include a log for insects to use as shelter and possibly nesting for solitary bees such as the mason bee,
shown on the wall mural. This log can also be used
for the enjoyment of young human visitors.
Corral the leaves from the American elm and Manitoba maple on the ground over the winter to provide
shelter for larvae, pupae and eggs.
Plant a Virginia creeper (Parthenocissus quinquefolia) to grow and spread over the unattractive back
wall and provide tiny flowers and fruit for our insect
and bird visitors as well as protection from rain and
strong winds.
Build a bee hotel to cover the utility meters while
allowing access behind it.
Another option would be to erect a tall lattice panel
and plant a flowering vine or more Virginia creeper
to grow up it as a screen.
Plant a columnar yew that will provide protection
and food (berries). The yew is one of the few evergreens that will grow in shade.
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Pollinator Garden-illustration
Sloane-Brookes

Final Thoughts
Lastly, the larvae of two butterflies like to feed on
American elm leaves so we hope they find the elm
in this garden. They are the mourning cloak
(Nymphalis antiopa), and question mark (Polygonia
interrogationis).

The seeds of the Manitoba maple are food for
birds, and since it flowers early in the spring, it is a
welcome source of pollen and nectar.
It will be really interesting to watch how this little
garden grows in less than ideal conditions and how
successful it becomes at attracting pollinators 

Rebecca Last
really enjoy finding culinary uses for my plants.
So, I was thrilled to learn that those lovely pinkypurple chive flowers make bottles of delicious flavoured vinegar. It’s so easy that even a non-cook
like me can make it.

Garden chives (Allium schoenoprasum) typically
flower in late spring or early summer. Pick the flowers before they are fully open. Do this in mid to late
morning, after the dew has dried but before the full
heat of the day. Rinse the flowers in cool water and
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pat dry with a paper towel or clean cloth. Fill a large,
clean (preferably sterile) glass jar with the flowers.
Cover with plain white vinegar. Seal the jar and let it
sit in a dark place for 6 to 8 weeks.

Enjoy or Share
These two easy recipes result in a lovely product
that you can use yourself or give to friends. Both
types of vinegar should be refrigerated. 

When the chive flowers have lost their colour and
the vinegar has turned a lovely fuchsia pink, it’s
ready to decant. I’ve reused glass syrup bottles, or
you can buy flip-top glass bottles from the dollar
store. Whatever you’re using, sterilize the bottles by
boiling for about ten minutes.
Sieve the flowers out of the vinegar and pour it into
the sterilized bottles. I find the onion flavour and
aroma is very strong, so I mix two-thirds chive flower
vinegar with one-third white vinegar. Label the vinegar bottles and you’re done.
Raspberry Vinegar
Another super-easy vinegar is made with fresh raspberries. There are many recipes online for a sweetened raspberry vinegar, but they all require cooking
– not my strength. Plus, once you heat fresh food, it
loses some of its vitamin C. So, I decided to try a
cold infusion and it works well. The key is to use
ripe raspberries, avoiding any that are overripe and
especially anything that might be mouldy.
As with the chive vinegar, fill a large clean, sterile
glass jar with raspberries. I leave them whole so
there is room to add white wine vinegar, which is
less acidic. Leave the jar in a cool dark place for at
least two months until much of the colour transfers
from the raspberries to the vinegar.
When it’s ready to decant, I use a jelly bag and
squeeze out the maximum amount of juice. If you
don’t have a jelly bag, use multiple layers (at least
four) of cheesecloth inside a colander and crush the
raspberries against the cheesecloth. When you’re
finished, the remaining raspberry pulp should be
nearly dry.
The vinegar is now dark red and about 60% pure
raspberry juice. When decanting into sterile bottles,
I fill two-thirds with the raspberry vinegar and top up
the last third with white wine vinegar.

Chive flowers soaked
in vinegar transfer
their colour and flavour to the vinegar.
When the flowers
have lost their colour,
as shown, the vinegar
is ready.
Rebecca Last

Finished raspberry vinegar in a dollar store flip-top
bottle. This product should be refrigerated.
Rebecca Last
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Gail Labrosse
reeping bellflower is an invasive biennial with
nodding bell-shaped flowers arranged along tall
stems at the top of the plant. With its pretty, bluishpurple flowers that bloom for most of the summer, it
can seem deceptively appealing.
The first European settlers introduced it to North
America as a decorative garden plant. It quickly became invasive because it spreads easily by seed
(3,000 to 15,000 seeds per plant) and by its extensive root system of stolons, rhizomes and tubers.
Creeping bellflower is very hard to remove once it
takes hold.
Control methods
Don’t allow flowers to go to seed. Mow or burn the
affected area repeatedly. This will not kill the mature plants but will prevent spread via dispersal of
seed.
Dig out all underground plant parts – even a small
piece left behind will regrow. You will need to dig
down at least 15 cm to get all the roots. Keep
checking the area for renegade sprouts and young
plants that will produce prolific seeds the next year.
Do not compost any of this plant. Dispose of it at
the curb. You might want to mark it “Invasive Species”.

This native of Siberia may still be found in some
wildflower seed packages so check for (C. rapunculoides), commonly known as creeping bellflower,
before you buy. A better option for those who like
the look of bellflower is harebell (C. rotundifolia).

Creeping Bellflower

In the September 2020 issue of Trowel Talk, Josie
Pazdzior introduced the problem of invasive plants
in gardens, describing creeping bellflower as an example. 

Anna Tjepkema (in border)
Lynda Bobinski (Thunder Bay MG) (closeup)
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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
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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

Amanda Carrigan, Judith Cox, Andrea Knight,
Julianne Labreche, Gail Labrosse, Ann McQuillan,
Kelly Noel, Dale Odorizzi, Josie Pazdzior, Marion
Runstedler, Rob Stuart, Rebecca Last, Barbara Long,
Heather Clemenson, Stephanie Sleeth, Margaret
Ryan, Lee Ann Smith, Mary Ann Van Berlo, Gillian
Boyd, Agnieszka Keough, Mary Crawford, Belinda
Boekhoven
Letters to editor: mgottawaeditor@gmail.com
Banner Photograph: . Queen Anne’s lace seed heads,
Susan Bicket

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.

Thursday, February 17, 7:30 pm
Rob Stuart,
Colour through the Seasons
Nepean Horticultural Society
Monday, February 28, 7 pm
Rebecca Last
Lessons from My Big Fat Garden Reno
Almonte Horticultural Society
Tuesday, March 8, 7 pm
Rob Stuart
Getting a Head Start on the Summer Growing
Season
Friends of the Farm
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Virtual/in person TBD
Wednesday, March 9, 7:30 pm
Rob Stuart
Colour Through The Seasons
Barrhaven Garden Club
Tuesday March 15, 7 pm
Mary Reid
Bulbs throughout the year
Stittsville Goulbourn Horticultural Society

Correction
The correct spelling for the botanical name of Norway Maple is ‘Acer platanoides’. An error occurred
in the October 2021 issue Gardeners Beware column that discussed this tree as an invasive species in our region. We apologize for the misspelling.

Tuesday March 15, 7 pm
Judith Cox
Vegetables with Flowers: Beauty and the Eats
Smiths Falls Horticultural Society
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