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 Is Cape Primrose a Superhero?

Marion Runstedler
f houseplants could have a cape like a superhero,
then I would give it to Cape primrose. It is a wonderful, easy plant to grow. If the soil gets very dry
from lack of water over a short period of time, this
plant revives itself once watered. The flowers are
vibrant and colourful. Its prolonged bloom time is
definitely an added bonus.
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Cape primrose, often called by its genus name,
Streptocarpus, belongs to the same family
(Gesneriaceae) as African violets and gloxinias.
This plant family was named after Conrad Gessner,
a 16th century Swiss scholar.
This is a large family of mostly tropical and subtropical herbs with 130 genera and 2,900 species worldwide. There are eight genera in Africa. The genus
Streptocarpus, found in South Africa, has about 51
species. Its common name, Cape primrose, originated because it comes from the southern cape of
Africa.
The name Streptocarpus comes from the Greek
words ‘streptos’, meaning twisted, and ‘carpus’,
meaning fruit. This perfectly describes the plant's
spirally twisted seed pods.
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In their natural habitat, Gesneriaceae are often epiphytic (growing on trees) or lithophytic (growing on
rocks). The plants can cross-pollinate easily with
other species but, in many instances, are selfpollinated. The very small seed is wind distributed.

Compiled by Amanda Carrigan and Ann McQuillan
aster Gardeners answer helpline questions.
I’d love to get some festive indoor plants for the
holidays and over the winter, but we have pets in
the house. I’ve heard some holiday plants, like
poinsettia, are poisonous. Which plants will be
safe to have around?

Some of the common seasonal indoor plants available right now are definitely toxic to dogs and cats,
although the degree of toxicity varies. Of course,
the plant’s location and the personality of the animals play a part too. Some love chewing on plants,
while others ignore them. The safest way to keep
pets safe is to keep potentially toxic plants out of
reach of your pets, or simply choose non-toxic
plants instead.
Spraying plants with a deterrent such as bitter apple can also help discourage pets from chewing
them. The American Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) has a fairly comprehensive list of plants that are toxic to dogs or cats at
https://www.aspca.org/pet-care/animal-poisoncontrol/toxic-and-non-toxic-plants

Streptocarpus
Nancy McDonald

If you like African violets but find them a bit too difficult to grow, then try its hardier cousin, the Cape
primrose. These plants have similar growth requirements and appearance to African violets but are not
nearly as delicate. Bloom colours range from purple, pink and white hues, to red varieties in brilliant
colors. The leaves are wrinkled and thick with a
fuzzy texture which gives an interesting appearance
to this houseplant.
Some species of Streptocarpus have medicinal

Bear in mind that eating most plants can cause a
dog or cat to vomit. However, if your pet is showing
symptoms and you suspect they have been chewing a potentially toxic plant, then contact a vet right
away. If possible, let them know what plant your
pet has been chewing and/or bring them the plant
or a sample.
Here is a summary of some common indoor seasonal plants’ toxicity:
Amaryllis: Toxic to both dogs and cats. Symptoms
include vomiting, salivation, depression, diarrhea,
loss of appetite, abdominal pain and tremors.
Cattleyas and most orchids: Non-toxic to dogs
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properties and are used in Zulu medicine where leaf
infusions are drunk to ease birthing pains during
labour.
Cape primrose loves bright light. Direct sunlight
however can burn the foliage if it is exposed for
more than two hours. They like the air around them
to be relatively cool, around 21°C during the day
and about ten degrees cooler at night.
As with many houseplants, the easiest way to kill a
Streptocarpus is by over-watering. Streptocarpus
needs care and attention but let the soil dry out between waterings and make sure the planting medium has very good drainage.
Propagating Streptocarpus can be a simple and
enjoyable project. It’s very easy to create many baby plants, increasing your collection and creating
new plants for gift-giving.

and cats.
Christmas cactus: Non-toxic to dogs and cats.
Cyclamen: Toxic to dogs and cats. Symptoms include salivation, vomiting and diarrhea. Eating
quantities of the tubers can cause heart arrhythmia,
seizures and death.
Frosty fern: Actually a type of clubmoss, is generally considered non-toxic for dogs and cats.
Holly: toxic to both dogs and cats. Symptoms include vomiting, diarrhea and depression.
Juniper: Some toxicity to dogs and cats, but it is
unlikely to be fatal. Symptoms include abdominal
pain, vomiting and diarrhea.
Norfolk Island Pine: Potentially toxic to dogs and
cats. (Sources disagree. There is some evidence
of toxicity but whether it is the plant or chemicals
applied to the plant is the question). Symptoms can
include vomiting, depression and dermatitis.

Paperwhites/narcissus: Toxic to dogs and cats.
Symptoms include vomiting, salivation, and diarrhea. Eating larger quantities can result in tremors,
low blood pressure, heart arrhythmia and convulsions.
Poinsettia: Toxic to dogs and cats, but generally
less toxic than commonly thought. Symptoms include irritation of mouth and throat, and sometimes
vomiting.
Polka-dot plant: Non-toxic to dogs and cats. May

Start by cutting off a large, healthy leaf with a clean
razor blade

Tip: To prevent Christmas trees from drying out
too quickly, carry them home tightly bundled.
Cut straight across the bottom of the trunk taking
off at least 1 cm. Place in stand and add water
immediately. Make sure to top-up the water on a
daily basis or more frequently if the tree is thirsty.
To keep the tree cool, avoid placing near airvents and sunny windows.

Marion Runstedler
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Slice out the central vein, leaving two leaf halves.
Marion Runstedler

Plant the halves in rich potting soil by standing
them up with the cut side down.
Marion Runstedler

Keep the leaf halves moist until they start to
sprout. Within a few weeks, baby plants will
form along the cut edges of the leaves, sometimes as many as several from each leaf. Separate
the plantlets once they are growing and healthy,
then plant each one in an individual pot.

Next spring, I plan to take more cuttings from my
plant and exchange them with other gardeners to
get different cultivars. I love sharing my home office
space with this plant. Watching the long-lasting
flowers is like a ray of sunshine each and everyday.


Claire McCaughey
veryone loves flower arrangements for the holidays. They give a feeling of celebration, they decorate the dinner table, and they create an inviting
space at the front door where guests are welcomed.
You may not be familiar with Ikebana, also known
as the Japanese art of floral design, but it is a won-

derful way to put together a striking floral display
with just a few flowers, branches, and other living
materials such as pinecones and berries. Even unconventional materials such as coloured wire can be
used. In the latter case, the wire has both an ornamental purpose and a practical one, holding flowers
in place.
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Ikebana arrangements leading up to Christmas and
the new year usually incorporate red, white, and
green materials, emblematic of the season. They
also echo the plants growing at this time of year
(evergreens, holly berries, dogwood branches) as
well as the snowy landscape. This is very much the
same as colour schemes in Western floral displays.
The difference between Ikebana and other floral traditions lies in the composition with the flowers,
branches, and other materials.
Composing Arrangements – A Few Basics
You do not need to have special equipment to make
an Ikebana arrangement. A kenzan (also known as
a needle flower holder or “frog”) is often used by Ikebana practitioners for arrangements in bowls but you
can replace this with a ball of chicken wire, something most gardeners have readily available! Ceramic bowls or vases work well as containers, and
white or neutral colours are best for winter arrangements.

Ikebana - using pine cones and coloured wire
Claire McCaughey

Elements of Ikebana
The school of Ikebana which I practice – Sogetsu
Ikebana – is all about making Ikebana accessible to
everyone. In fact, the school’s motto is that Ikebana can be practiced anytime, anywhere, by anyone.
One of the other features of Sogetsu Ikebana is that
any material can be used. Although flowers are
available from the florist all year round, there is a
special pleasure in incorporating branches and berries from the garden, and other materials found in
nature such as dried grasses and dried bark. This
year’s long, mild fall presented a wonderful opportunity to seek out materials for winter Ikebana arrangements.
In Ikebana, as in garden and floral design, the three
essential elements are line, mass, and colour. As
well, with the concept of echoing nature, arrangements are created to have an interesting asymmetry, often arising from one branch among the
materials.

Ikebana - winterberry branch
Claire McCaughey
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Glass containers with coloured wire or transparent
glass pebbles holding flower stems also work well.
Glass pebbles additionally give the feeling of winter
and ice.

way to celebrate the season with beautiful and endless possibilities. 

Start your arrangement by selecting one or two
branches. One of my favourite branches for winter
arrangements is winterberry (Ilex verticillata). The
branches and berries are long lasting and therefore
desirable for seasonal flower arrangements. If you
do not have it growing in your garden, it is often
available for purchase from farmers markets in November. Some people are lucky enough to live in a
rural location where it can be collected in the wild.
Other branches that work well include red twig dogwood (Cornus sericea), and spindle berry
(Euonymus europaeus).
The next step is to add flowers. There are many
choices for white or red flowers from the florist or
supermarket, including roses, gerberas and alstroemerias. One white flower in particular - baby’s
breath (Gypsophila paniculata) - works especially
well for holiday arrangements because of how it
evokes falling snow. It also fulfills the role of mass
in the “line, mass, colour” aesthetic requirement for
Ikebana.
Finally, add green materials. Long-needle pines
(such as Pinus strobus and Pinus nigra) are especially associated with the season. Pine and other
evergreen branches can easily be found at grocery
stores and markets in the winter. Houseplants
(such as Anthurium species and cultivars) are also
another useful source of green leaves, as well as
perennials still going in the garden. Last summer I
planted corkscrew rush (Juncus effusus ‘Spiralis’),
which in Ottawa is usually treated as an annual
plant. I noticed in late October that the stems were
still green, pliable, and attractive. This plant may
not survive the winter but at least I am able to use it
extremely late in the season for flower arrangements.
During the winter holidays try experimenting with
Ikebana arrangements combining flowers with materials from your garden or nature. It is a terrific

Ikebana - using baby's breath
Claire McCaughey

Evergreens have been used to decorate homes
at Christmas or the winter solstice for many
centuries. In pre-Christian times evergreens at
the darkest time of the year reminded people of
the returning of the Sun God or that summer
was coming. Use of a decorated evergreen
tree dates back to the early 1600’s in Germany,
related to the paradise tree of the Garden of
Eden. German emigrants took the custom with
them to other parts of the world. Queen Victoria
is credited with the universal popularity of the
Christmas tree.
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Mary Crawford
she writes. It “gives me hope that human beings
can work with nature to create joy and abundance
for our own existence and not undermine nature’s
own wellness while doing so.”

The Little Gardener (not to be confused with the
2015 picture book of the same name) is powered
not only by passion for teaching children but also by
expertise. With 15 years experience as an outdoor
educator in three varied gardens, Cerny brings to
bear a wealth of knowledge and advice.
The first section, ‘Dreaming Your Garden,’ calls upon the reader, both Big and Little Gardeners, to imagine their garden happy place. Do you want to
grow food? Feed the birds and bees? Have a relaxing place to hang out? She recommends developing a mission statement and writing it down as the
start of the garden journal, one for each gardener.

Princeton Architectural Press, 2020
ISBN-10: 1616898607
ISBN-13: 978-1616898601
Hardcover, 224 pages
ho doesn’t love the sight of children playing
sweetly in the garden? Creating the conditions for
this idyllic scene to happen can sometimes pose a
challenge, however. Weeding is so boring! Why
are you making me do this? Or Oh no, that child is
picking off all my tulips!
But when it works, connecting children to the vibrant life of the garden is not only a thing of beauty,
it is, as author Julie Cerny asserts, of high importance. “Gardening cultivates ecological literacy,”

The next section, ‘Crafting Your Garden,’ covers
everything from garden design through the planting
calendar to lessons on soil, tools, and garden beds.
It is especially rich in information and gives building
notes on the raised bed, a teepee trellis, and the
container garden. ‘Solving the Garden-Plan Puzzle’
is an activity any gardener would be proud to complete.
Some of the most tender moments occur in
‘Growing Your Garden,’ with Cerny’s discussion of
seeds. In a ‘Little Gardener’ segment she notes
how “everything that seeds need in order to live, humans also need”– including being tucked in for the
right amount of sleep. As for the less exciting tasks
of weeding, harvesting, and cleaning up, she suggests we reframe these, promoting them as “joyful
doing.” (That may always be a work in progress!).

In the spirit of her belief that the best gardens invite
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viewers in, this book is a pleasure to hold, with an
inspired book design and illustrations at once
charming and instructive. Pages are edged in earth
tones according to section. Activities and journal
prompts are printed on pages of sky blue, making
them easy to locate.
It was a surprise to find the detailed publishing data
at the back of the book, but that decision unclutters
the beginning, especially for young readers. The
back pages also contain useful resources and a
lengthy bibliography. One drawback for the Canadian reader is that all references are to US organizations and companies, though questions can be
sent to your friendly local Master Gardener group to
fill in any gaps left after a Google search.
I came upon this book by chance, but the longer
I’ve spent with it, the more impressed I’ve become.
It’s a mini-compendium of gardening knowledge
and wisdom, respectful in tone to both children and
grown-ups, and invested with a generous spirit.
Highly recommended for anyone gardening with
children, experienced as well as novice gardeners,
and a book I look forward to sharing with James,
Thomas, Arielle and Lily. 

Grandson James Hudson
Mary Crawford. (Permission to use photograph granted by mother)

The love of gardening is a seed once sown
that never dies.— Gertrude Jekyll, horticulturist

Gail Labrosse

Euonymus fortunei is a woody, evergreen, trailing
shrub or climbing vine that was introduced to North
America from Asia in 1907. Named after the Scottish botanist, Robert Fortune, it is a shade tolerant,
ornamental groundcover that subsequently escaped
cultivation and become established in many locations across the central and eastern United States.
In Canada, it is found as an invasive only in Ontario.
Flexibility of use as a hedge, a foundation plant or
for erosion control are characteristics that make wintercreeper a popular ornamental. But it also grows
well in urban, woodland and disturbed areas as it

tolerates severe environments and grows rapidly.
Birds frequently disperse its seeds into natural areas
where they germinate and quickly form dense
groundcovers. Being an evergreen, it begins growing early by nature, thus allowing it to out-compete
surrounding vegetation for water, nutrients, and
space. It also has few pathogens or pests in Ontario
to slow down its growth.
Wintercreeper is an invasive plant that poses a
threat to native groundcover habitat in Ontario.
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How to prevent the spread of invasive species?
When moving from one outdoor area to another,
clean mud and seeds from shoes, pets and gear.

Alternative groundcovers:
Running euonymus (Euonymus obovatus) –
Grows in partial shade and rich, moist, well-drained
soil.

Wintercreeper (Euonymus fortunei)
Robert Stuart

Virginia waterleaf (Hydrophyllum virginianum) Prefers partial to full shade and moist settings.
Foam flower (Tiarella cordifolia) – Grows in partial
to full shade and average to moist, humus rich soils
.
Major Source: Ontario Invasive Plant Council,
“Grow Me Instead - A Guide for Southern Ontario.”
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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.

Amanda Carrigan, Judith Cox, Julianne Labreche, Gail
Labrosse, Ann McQuillan, Kelly Noel, Dale Odorizzi,
Josie Pazdzior, Marion Runstedler, Rob Stuart, Lee
Ann Smith, Margaret Ryan, Rebecca Last, Agnieszka
Keough, Gillian Boyd, Heather Clemenson, Stephanie
Sleeth, Andrea Knight
Letters to editor: mgottawaeditor@gmail.com
Banner Photograph: White spruce, S. R. Bicket .

Trowel Talk can be found on the Lanark County
Master Gardener’s blogsite and Ottawa Carleton
Master Gardener’s Website

Clinics

Closed

N/A

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. .
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