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Smooth Aster in Bloom.
Andrea Knight

ust when many plants have finished blooming and
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find a fall-flowering perennial. One option that has
worked incredibly well for me are asters.
Compiled by Amanda Carrigan and Ann McQuillan
Asters are a wide-ranging group of fall-blooming
perennials that display an array of beautiful flowers.
There are many species native to Ontario, often be
seen in fields, roadsides, and natural spaces because of their ability to stand their ground against
aggressive species such as goldenrod.
Aster flowers range from deep purple to white with
the central feature of their daisy-like shape being a
shade of yellow. They are a wonderful addition to
the natural garden due to their late bloom period,
soil adaptability, and their ability to increase by
spreading vegetatively, or by self-seeding. One
good example is a native perennial called the
smooth aster (Symphyotrichum laeve).
I have been blessed with having this aster in my
front yard for over twenty years, the entire time I
have owned my property. It is one of the lowest
maintenance plants I have ever grown. No matter
the weather conditions, this plant comes back year
after year and puts on a spectacular show each fall.
In my garden, this aster grows in soil that is mostly
clay, amended over the years with compost. My
plant will grow between 60 cm to 90 cm high, and as
wide as I will let it spread. I have never seen any
issues with respect to diseases or pests.
The smooth aster thrives in full sun to partial sun.
Once established, this perennial will also tolerate
drought conditions. These plants can fill in a significant space in the garden. When mature, they can
grow 120 cm high, as well as spread across a similar width. Bloom time starts in early September, and
I have seen my aster continuing to bloom even after
the first few frosts. After several weeks, individual
flowers will stop blooming and turn brown. Once
this occurs, the withered flowers will form a feathery
seed head. Seeds can be collected, dried, and
stored for a year or two in a cool dry place.
One challenge I have faced is keeping it contained.
This aster will spread via rhizomes, so each spring I
watch and will dig up any new clumps to give them

aster Gardeners answer helpline questions.

We planted a small red maple tree in our yard a
few years ago. It has been growing quite well.
However this year, the leaves look odd – yellowish
green with darker green along the veins. Is it
sick? What is going on and how can we fix it?

This particular colour pattern in leaves is known as
‘interveinal chlorosis’, resulting in a lack of chlorophyll between the veins. It can be caused by nutrient deficiencies, most often iron, manganese, molybdenum, and magnesium. This may mean the
soil is lacking one or more nutrients, or that the pH
levels or other soil conditions are preventing the
tree absorbing the nutrients. Which nutrients in the
soil are available to plants and in which amounts
can vary at different Ph levels.
Red and silver maples are prone to manganese
deficiency in alkaline soils, so checking your soil pH
might be a good place to start. If it is significantly
alkaline, adding some elemental sulphur to the soil
around the tree can help acidify it. You may want
to get an actual soil test done, but chances are you
can fix the problem without it. Ensure the soil
around the tree is not compacted. You will want to
avoid walking or driving too close, especially if the
ground is wet. Top-dress around it with a good
dose of compost. Give it some extra water during
dry spells. Put a layer of organic mulch around the
tree (about 7.5 cm deep, but not piled right against
the trunk) to help with water conservation and compaction.
How do we rejuvenate soil where tomatoes have
been grown for multiple years?
This will depend on whether you have been growing
tomatoes in pots or in the ground. If you have been
growing them in the ground, then you should be
changing which vegetables are grown in a particular
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away to anyone looking for a native pollinator plant.
A second challenge is that after it reaches a certain
height, the plant can start to lean or flop over after
heavy rain. One way to solve this problem is to
shift the plant into as open a space as possible. A
second solution is to trim the plant in June. If you
trim off the top 1/3-1/2 of the plant, it will start
branching, and reduce the overall height of the
plant.

location each year, if possible. This will avoid disease build-up, as well as making it easier to keep
soil nutrients balanced.
Whether it’s a vegetable garden in the ground or in
pots, extra nutrients will have to be added regularly
to make up for what the plants use to produce a
crop. In a home garden, rotating the crops and
adding compost (which provides organic material to
improve soil texture, as well as nutrients), once or
twice a year may be all that is needed.
In the event that you are only growing tomatoes in
your garden or pots, then adding compost to the
soil will help. However, you may also want to supplement with specific nutrients. Tomatoes require
potassium and nitrogen, with calcium, phosphorus,
and magnesium trailing behind. Look for fertilizers
with those nutrients, especially the first two. Most
fertilizers have a three-number shorthand on them
for their nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium content, or NPK. You would want a fertilizer with the
middle number lower than the other two. Check the
dose quantity on the package, then apply it a few
weeks after transplanting the seedlings. 

Plant forms a neat green habit in early summer.
Andrea Knight

In addition to being native, this perennial also attracts many insects. They are one of the many asters that are host plants for the pearl crescent butterfly caterpillar. The flowers are attractive to bees
and late-flying butterflies. It is especially appealing
to several species of miner bees, so-called because
each individual makes a solitary nest underground.
Songbirds and small mammals also eat the seeds,
making this plant a great asset to wildlife. When my
aster starts blooming with hundreds of beautiful

Tip: Leaving perennials stalks standing for the
winter can have its advantages. Stems provide
over-wintering locations for many insects. Seed
heads feed birds and provide visual interest in
the winter. Stems also provide some insulation
for the crown and help to hold snow for further
protection. Come spring, they help to identify the
location of plants.
pale purple blossoms, it will vibrate during the day
as it is completely covered with buzzing bees.
So, if you have a bright sunny spot in your garden
and are looking for a low maintenance pollinator
plant to add fall colour, the smooth aster may be just
the plant for you. 
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Dale Odorizzi

Aphid life cycle
Dale Odorizzi

ike every gardener I know, my garden has been
visited – or should I say, attacked– by aphids. In my
earlier gardening years, I sprayed and squished trying to eliminate every one. Then twenty years ago, I
joined Master Gardeners and in one of my courses
learned about the absolutely amazing life cycle of
the aphid.
Aphids overwinter in our gardens as eggs. In
spring, the eggs hatch as asexual females — no
males needed. Within five days, these females start
producing roughly five nymphs every day for 30
days, until they die. All spring and summer, these
asexual females produce live offspring, without the
necessity of fertilization. This is called parthenogenesis. They have many generations throughout the
summer. The mother gives birth to her live young
(known as viviparity) right where she happens to be
sitting. This isn’t because she is such a good mother. It is just that she is lazy and does not have
wings to fly to another plant.

From time to time, the plant gets overcrowded, and
the next batch produces asexual females with
wings. The winged females then fly to other plants
to continue the process. Sometimes, they will fly to
the same type of plant they were born on and other
times, to something completely different. In autumn, aphids realize that winter is coming, and it is
time to produce sexual males and females. This
generation breeds and produces eggs that will then
overwinter.
Aphids spend most of their lives with their straw-like
beaks stuck into leaves and stems, sucking out
sweet plant juices, causing stunting, leaf yellowing,
or leaf distortion if severe. They secrete honeydew,
leading to sticky residue and sooty mould on the
fruit and foliage. They act as a primary vector of
several economically significant virus diseases,
spreading the virus as they feed. Ants have a good
relationship with aphids. They harvest the sweet
sticky sap, and they help to protect the aphids from
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their many predators.

ly nectar eaters but in fact, their nestlings require
protein to develop, and the hummingbirds find that in
the form of aphids.
I am quite a “laid back gardener” to quote Larry
Hodgson. I rarely do anything to remove aphids
from my plants unless I see significant damage. I
have a large stand of Heliopsis (false sunflower) that
is frequently covered in bright red aphids. The plant
doesn’t seem to mind, so neither do I. I like to leave
the aphids for the birds and the beneficial insects.

Aphids on false sunflower
Dale Odorizzi

Most gardeners jump into action at the sight of an
aphid on their prized plants but they actually are an
important part of our ecosystem. The larvae of
many insect predators love to eat aphids — lady
bugs, lace wings, hover flies. Earwigs are voracious eaters of aphids. Parasitic wasps lay their
eggs in aphids.
My favourite aphid predators are birds. A chickadee can eat up to 1500 aphids in an hour. They
feed them to their nestlings as an important protein
source. I always thought of hummingbirds as simp-

If you do not like to see them on your plant, there
are a few ways to get rid of them. A hard spray of
water will often dislodge them. Failing that, spraying
with insecticidal soap is effective. Remember,
though, that the soap must contact the insects to kill
them so you will have to keep checking the plants
regularly to get rid of them. Please do not use any
of the home-made recipes that abound on many
gardening sites as many are not effective and can
cause harm to your plant and to other insects in the
vicinity.
My favourite approach is to simply start at the bottom of the stem and run my fingers up it, squishing
the aphids as I go. I usually do not have a hose or a
bottle of spray with me when I am looking at my garden, and this is a quick, easy, and satisfying solution. 

Claire McCaughey
ompared with the all-out frenzy of spring with new
plantings and grand expectations for the approaching summer, gardening late in the season from September to November has a different feel. The gardener has let go of the expectation of perfection.
The plants themselves are leaning into each other in
a relaxed fashion. The garden is bathed in soft light
and colours are both rich and muted. The gardener

is getting ready to put the garden to bed, but also
looking ahead to spring. There are many reasons
to savour this time in the garden, one of which is
the appearance of late-blooming flowers. They are
especially appreciated because there are very few
plants flowering this late in the season, and they
stand out against the spent blooms and withered
foliage of other perennials.
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Late-flowering plants
Below are some of the best known late-flowering
plants which I have been growing in my garden. I
have not found any of these to be difficult to grow
though it has sometimes taken me several attempts
to find the right location where they perform best.

Fall-flowering crocus late October
Claire McCaughey

Crocus zonatus and Colchicum autumnale (two
bulbs which both have the common name fall crocus) make an appearance in late summer to early
fall. Colchicum blooms in early September with
white or pink flowers coming out of the ground without leaves. Crocus zonatus flowers later than Colchicum, usually late October, and in some years
when the weather is rainy and very cold, may not
look good for very long. However, if it is sunny and
not too cold, the pale purple flowers light up the garden. These bulbs are available in garden centres
for just a brief period in late summer and should be
planted right away. Note that both bulbs grow
leaves in the spring. These should be left until they
wither down, so they are best planted between early flowering plants.
Aconitum carmichaelii (monkshood) is a tall perennial (90 cm or taller) with deep blue-purple flowers.
The colour of monkshood flowers is unusual late in
the season and is therefore quite striking. The flowers usually make an appearance from late September to early October. This plant is best grown in a
part-sun location without too much crowding from
other plants. The plant is poisonous so should always be planted far away from the edible garden.

Rudbeckia triloba (brown-eyed Susan) is both longand late-flowering. This tall native plant (up to 120
cm) can sometimes look weedy if grown in poor soil.
In the right sunny location and with good soil, it
grows well. It flowers almost non-stop from August
to late October. It is a short-lived perennial or sometimes biennial. One drawback of this plant is that it
self-sows prolifically, but the seedlings are easy to
remove.
Ipomoea tricolor ‘Heavenly Blue’ is an annual vine
that takes some time to flower, and in some years
barely makes it before frost hits. I still grow it every
year because of the true blue of its flowers. Seeds
can be directly sown in the garden after the last frost
date or can be started indoors. I have had better
success with getting flowers before frost by starting
plants indoors. The vines can grow to three metres
or more and require full sun.
Allium thunbergii ‘Ozawa’ is a small (25 cm) but sturdy late-flowering allium with pink flowers in late September to early October. This allium will eventually
expand to create a clump and needs space to grow
well uncrowded by other plants. This is a desirable
choice for late blooms in the shade garden.

Ornamental kale
Claire McCaughey
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Brassica oleracea var. acephala (ornamental kale)
is a biennial grown as an annual that has become
increasingly popular in recent years because of its
cold-tolerance and therefore usefulness as a lateseason annual. It is not a flower as such but has a
flower-like appearance with its colourful pink centre
leaves. It is a low-growing plant (15 cm) that can be
planted either in the ground or in a late-season container planting.
Tricyrtis hirta (Japanese toad lily) has an almost orchid-like appearance with spotted purple and white
flowers and an arching stem up to 60 cm.
Some roses sporadically flower into the fall but cannot always be counted on to do so. While roses typ-

ically flower mostly during the summer, some also
form fruits known as hips. The colour of hips (either
red or orange) appears in September and October,
adding interest to the garden late in the season and
providing food for wildlife. Not all roses form hips,
so it is best to verify this before planting if you are
interested in having hips. Rosa rugosa (rugosa
rose) and Rosa blanda (smooth rose) are two that I
have recently planted that are forming large numbers of hips now starting to change colour.
It is still possible to obtain (and plant) some of these
plants later in September. Consider adding some of
these late-flowering beauties to your garden for a
last hurrah of flowers. 

Mary Crawford
Scientific name: Portulaca oleracea.
Other common names: Common purslane, wild
portulaca, little hogweed.
Family relation: Portulaca or moss rose (Portulaca
grandiflora). This close relation of purslane is ornamental, with attractive orange, yellow and rosecoloured flowers.
Origin: Likely native to North Africa, the Middle
East, and the Indian subcontinent. Present in North
American prior to the arrival of Columbus.
Life cycle: Summer annual, loving sunshine and
heat, intolerant of shade.

Portulaca oleracea has smooth tear-shaped leaves
on reddish prostrate stems.
Mary Crawford

Means of propagation: Seeds—lots and lots of
them, up to 240,000 per plant in a season, with
seed viability of roughly forty years. Stems and
leaves store so much water that seeds can be produced even if the roots have been severed. Purslane easily regrows from a small portion of root, and
also spreads by adventitious roots, that is, fibrous
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root hairs growing from non-root tissue.
Nature of the problem: The nature of the problem
revolves around the ease and speed with which
purslane reproduces—all those seeds, and its superpower ability to regrow! It is easy enough to pull
from the soil, but it is very hard to get rid of and is
well known in gardens, along driveways, and anywhere it finds the heat.
So how big a problem is purslane? The problem
may lie in the lens with which we choose to see
purslane.
What to do about it: We can and likely should eat
it. Purslane is entirely edible and rich in many nutrients: potassium, magnesium, calcium, iron, folate,
antioxidants, vitamins A and C, and Omega-3 fatty
acids. It is so high in nutrients that many mainstream organizations now champion its consumption. It is a commonly used green in the Mediterranean and may play a role in that region’s famously
healthy diet.

The taste of purslane is lemony with a somewhat
gluey mouth-feel. This latter quality can be offputting, but it is easily camouflaged by the presence
of other greens in the salad, or simply by cooking.
One caveat is that purslane contains high levels of
oxalates (as does spinach) and should not be consumed raw in large quantities by those susceptible
to kidney disease.
We could also consider using purslane as a living
mulch. Because it stores water in its succulent
leaves and stems, this low-lying plant doesn’t compete in the home garden as vigorously as other socalled weeds and keeps the soil underneath it relatively moist.
The hesitation is around the consequences of unleashing all those many thousand seeds. Are we
prepared to find out what happens?
The bottom line: Purslane is an edible, nutrientpacked green that is excellent at conserving moisture in the soil. But don’t let it gain a foothold if the
plant whispers “weed” more than “useful” to you. 

Gail Labrosse
This deciduous shrub gets its name, winged euonymus, from its unique stems that have wings or cork
ridges along the young twigs. It’s also commonly
known as burning bush which aptly describes its
brilliant reddish-purple autumn leaves. A native to
northeastern Asia and central China, it was introduced to the United States in the 1860s as an ornamental plant for parks and gardens. Once it fled
these cultivated areas, it became invasive and now
threatens many nearby natural areas.
Winged euonymus is a high-volume seed producer.
Once established, it forces out other plants. Birds
love to consume the seeds, scattering them far
from the original plants. Once naturalized, this

Winged euonymus close up
Gail Labrosse
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plant forms dense thickets that will displace native
vegetation. Unfortunately, this invasive beauty is still
sold for ornamental purposes in some parts of North
America.
Even though many other invasive shrubs are more
aggressive, winged euonymus does outcompete native shrubs. For that reason, it is not a good source
of habitat or food for wildlife when compared to native shrubs.
Consider planting these native alternatives:
Canada serviceberry (Amelanchier canadensis)grows 7 – 9 m tall with white spring flower clusters
and early summer edible blue-black berries. The mid
-green foliage turns bright shades of yellow, orange
and red in fall. For the best fruit and fall colour, plant
it in full sun.
Downy serviceberry (Amelanchier arborea)- is a four
-season, large deciduous shrub or small tree (height
4-8 m). The fruit is good for pies, jams and jellies,
providing the birds don’t find them first.
Winged euonymus leaves and stem
Gail Labrosse

Major source: Southern-Grow-Me-Instead-1.pdf
(ontarioinvasiveplants.ca)

Trish Murphy—Beaux Arbres Native Plants
I enjoyed Nancy McDonald’s article on big plants in
small gardens and I agree completely. When I had
a tiny mostly shaded garden in Toronto, I revelled in
growing American Poke and Spikenard, even
though they are large plants.
I would like to suggest two more near-natives that
contribute big bold leaves: Glade Mallow (Napaea
dioica) and Compass Plant (Silphium laciniatum).
Glade Mallow is from the American mid-west; it has
white flowers in mid-summer but the large leaves
are the real show.
There are many native yellow daisy-form flowers for
late summer, some of them, like Tall Sunflower

(Helianthus giganteus), very large, but the only one
that is remarkable for the elegance of its leaves is
Compass Plant. This deep-rooted, long-lived prairie
plant is a challenge to produce in pots, but worth
seeking out. The large, stiff leaves are deeply indented, something like an oak’s leaves. It is native
to a few prairie remnants in south-western Ontario.
I have both of these plants in the garden at our
nursery, Beaux Arbres, and their bold leaves elicit
many favourable comments from visitors.
Trish Murphy
Beaux Arbres Native Plants
P.S. We re-use nursery pots.
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Napaea dioica

Silphium laciniatum

Trish Murphy

Trish Murphy

Why do potatoes make good
detectives?

Because they keep their eyes
Julianne Labreche
peeled
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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

Ask a Master Gardener, face
to face, gardening questions.

Almonte Farmers Market 8:30 am—12:30 pm
Saturday September 17
Barrhaven Market, 10:00 am—2:00 pm
Sunday September 25
Carp Farmers Market, 8:00 am—1:00 pm
Saturday September 17
Ottawa Farmers Market, 9:00 am—1:00 pm
Sunday September 25

Amanda Carrigan, Judith Cox, Andrea Knight,
Julianne Labreche, Gail Labrosse, Ann McQuillan,
Kelly Noel, Dale Odorizzi, Josie Pazdzior, Marion
Runstedler, Rob Stuart, Claire McCaughey, Mary
Crawford, : Lee Ann Smith, Agnieszka Keough,
Stephanie Sleeth, Margaret Tyan, Mary Reid, Belinda
Boekhoven, Mary Ann Van Berlo, Gillian Boyd
Letters to editor: newsletter@mgottawa.ca
Banner Photograph: . Panicled Aster—Symphyotrichum lanceolatum, S.R.Bicket

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. If you wish to attend
please contact the host organization to confirm venue. Zoom or other virtual meeting software is still in
use by some societies.

Perth Farmers Market, 8:00 pm—1;00 pm
Saturday September 17
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Monday, September 19, 7:00 pm
Mary Crawford,
What makes it a weed anyway?
Gloucester Horticultural Society
September 21, No Dig Borders
Belinda Boekhoven
September 28, Avoiding Prima Donnas & Thugs
Mary Ann Van Berlo
October 5 Healthy Houseplants
Catherine Disley
October 12 Understanding Decay in Trees
Caroline Koehler

Register here

Tuesday, September 20, 7:30 pm
Rebecca Last
Thugs, Bullies & Sneaks
Cornwall Horticultural Society
240 Water Street, Cornwall
Tuesday, September 20, 7:30 pm
On-line
Julianne Labreche
A Garden for the Birds
Stittsville Goulburn Horticultural Society
Monday, September 26, 7 pm
Rebecca Last
The Dry Run - How to Dehydrate Food
Williamstown Green Thumbs Club
Williamstown Char-Lan Arena
Monday, October 3, 7 pm
Rebecca Last
To Everything there is a Season
Manotick Horticultural Society.
Saturday, October 15, 1:30 pm
On-line
Candace Dressler and Fran Dennett,
Native Plants in Ontario
Ottawa Valley Rock Garden & Horticultural Society

Rudbeckia fulgida var. sullivantii 'Goldsturm
S.R.Bicket
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