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Lee Ann Smith
efore your garden begins its winter slumber, there
are a few things you can do to set it up for success
next year. There are also a couple of things that
you should avoid doing in the fall.
First, if you do nothing else during the fall gardening
season, do these three things:
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1. Do spread compost around your plants.
Compost is organic material – usually food scraps
and leaves, but also manure – that has decayed into
crumbly goodness. It adds texture, nutrients and
beneficial microbes to the soil. Often called “black
gold,” it looks like dark earth, and contrary to what
you might have heard, it has a pleasant, earthy fragrance. Simply spread about 5 cm over the ground
around your plants. Don’t worry about raking it in;
rain, earthworms and the natural freeze-thaw cycle
will do the work of taking it deep into the soil.
2. Do water your evergreens.
Once the soil freezes, evergreens cannot draw water out of the ground, which makes them susceptible
to desiccation from winter cold and wind. It’s very
important to water evergreens weekly until the
ground freezes solid – don’t stop after a frost! Water at the “dripline” (under the outermost tips of the
tree’s branches) to a depth of about 20-30 cm.

Fall garden, bountiful fall harvest
Lee Ann Smith
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Measure this using a soil probe or a long screwdriver. Simply push the probe into the ground where
you watered. It will go easily into moist soil. Measure how far it went; that will tell you how deeply you
have watered the plant.
3. Do plant and harvest.
Plant spring-flowering bulbs like tulips, daffodils and
allium (in Ottawa, you can do this into early November most years.). Fall is also a great season to
plant perennials, shrubs and trees, as the air is cool
while the soil remains warm. Harvest vegetables
and herbs of course, but remember to also “harvest”
fall flowers and ornamentals for indoor arrangements. Asters are one example of fall-flowering
plants that are long-lasting after cutting. To provide
unique interest in a vase, include some seed pods,
like the black ones of false indigo (Baptisia australis)
or some grass. Japanese fountain grass
(Hakonechloa macra) is a colourful choice.
There are two things you should not do in the fall.
1. Don’t do extensive clean up.
Leave fallen leaves on the ground as a winter habitat for pollinators. Leave seed heads on plants like
purple coneflower (Echinacea spp.) and black-eyed
Susan (Rudbeckia spp.) for birds to eat over the
winter. Leave grasses and hydrangea blooms intact, so you can enjoy them from a warm vantage
point on a snowy day.
2. Don’t add mulch.
Leave this task until mid-June next year. Mulch insulates the soil, and plants including bulbs, trees,
shrubs, and perennials all need a natural freezethaw cycle.
Luckily, there are only a few tasks your garden
needs you to perform in the fall season. These will
give it a strong start next year, yet not overburden
you with work. 

Compiled by Amanda Carrigan and Ann McQuillan
aster Gardeners answer helpline questions.

My squash plants (which I started from seed I
bought locally) produced mostly male flowers this
year, and only one or two female flowers per
plant. Usually I have more fruit on each plant, so
what went wrong this year?

Most cucurbits (squash and related plants) start by
producing male flowers, then produce the females
later. However, the time it takes to get to the female flowers and their relative number, will vary.
There are several factors that can affect the production of male vs. female flowers. One is genetics; some cultivars just produce more male flowers.
If you were trying a new kind of seed, it’s possible
that you got one that fits that profile.

Try a different cultivar next year. You could also try
starting the plants indoors a bit earlier, so they have
a longer growing season and more chance to produce those female flowers. Another factor is temperatures – cooler temperatures promote the formation of female flowers, while warmer ones promote male flowers. Note that the sex of the bud is
actually determined about fifteen days before the
flower opens. A hot spell a couple weeks back
could be the reason for the male flower today, as it
were.
A third factor is growing environment. Longer days
encourage male flowers. Northern gardeners will
see more males than those farther south. Shadier
conditions play a role too, so grow your plants in full
sun. Drought conditions also favour male flowers,
therefore be sure your plants get enough water.
Here’s hoping you get a bumper crop next year!
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I’m going to miss having fresh herbs from my
garden when winter comes. Can I bring some of
them indoors?
Rebecca Last
You can definitely have fresh herbs in pots inside
during the winter. Just make sure you have a location with plenty of light,) as most herbs like sun.
Choose a grow light or a good sunny window.
Tender perennials such as rosemary or bay do well
in pots and need to come inside to survive the winter. Consider keeping them in pots year-round to
minimize root disturbance from digging them up
every fall.

Indehiscent beans and dried pods
Rebecca Last

hy Save Seeds?
Saving my own seeds saves me money and ensures I can get the seeds I want. So many people
started gardening during COVID that the seed vendors couldn’t keep up! Perennials grown from seed
tend to be hardier and better survive our harsh winters. Expert seed-savers can breed their own varieties. Saving seed from heritage vegetables and
flowers connects me to the history of these plants.
It also preserves biodiversity. Nothing beats the
bragging rights from being able to say, “I grew it
myself from seed!”.
To Save or Not to Save
Not all plants produce seeds worth saving. Years
ago, my passion for cream-coloured double marigolds led me to try saving their seeds instead of
spending a fortune on the bedding plants. After
three years, I had produced a weird, meter-high
marigold with no petals at all. I’d been saving seeds
from a hybrid, so they didn’t breed true. Only seeds
from open-pollinated plants will produce plants that
look like their parent.
How and When to Save Seeds
Autumn afternoons, after the dew has dried, are an

For hardier perennials such as mint, oregano,
chives, thyme, sage, you can dig up the plant or a
piece of it and pot it up with good potting soil. Older
thyme plants don’t transplant well. Try to use a
younger one or a seedling, if possible. You could
also try taking some cuttings. This works for other
herbs too, such as rosemary, mint and oregano,
especially if you don’t want to dig up the whole
plant.
Annual herbs including basil, cilantro, dill, and summer savory won’t be worth digging up to bring indoors, as they are finishing their life cycle in the fall.
Instead, start new plants from seed indoors. If you
are growing the dill or cilantro for the leaf, try to get
one of the cultivars that are specifically listed as
slow-bolting and/or compact types. Parsley, which
is a biennial but usually grown as an annual, should
be restarted from seed indoors too. The mature
plant has a taproot and so won’t transplant well. .

Tip: To discourage squirrels from digging up
your bulbs try mixing daffodils, hyacinths, scilla,
muscari, fritillaria or snowdrop bulbs with your
tulips and crocus and other tasty bulbs. Planting
under a groundcover helps hide bulbs, as does a
mulch. Tulips can be planted deep (20 cm) so
they are harder to dig up especially if the soil is
tamped down
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excellent time to save seeds. Allowing plants to go
to seed means leaving them on the plant longer
than you normally would. Tomatoes, peppers and
squash should be overripe while the pods of peas
and beans should be dry and brittle.

eliminate any microscopic weevils that can reduce
your stored seeds to powder. Store your seeds in a
cool, dry place where temperature and humidity don’t
fluctuate.

Peas, beans, lettuce, tomatoes, and peppers are
among the easiest seeds to save. All these plants
produce seed the same year they are planted.
They are self-fertile and have closed flowers, so
there is little risk of cross-pollination that will produce strange results.

Members of the Cucurbit family (everything from
acorn squash to zucchini, melons, cucumbers, etc.)
are considered “promiscuous” because they have
both male and female flowers. Although seed is
produced in the plant’s first year, this promiscuity
makes seed saving more challenging. You must
hand-pollinate the female flower and isolate it inside
a paper bag to keep out unwanted pollen.
Brassicas (e.g., cabbage, broccoli, kale, cauliflower,
Brussels sprouts, kohlrabi, turnip, rutabaga), the
carrot family, and beets are considered among the
most difficult plants for seed-savers. You have to
wait two years for these plants to produce seed. As
with squash, separation is usually required to ensure you don’t get unwanted characteristics.

Seed Sanitation and Storage
Dryness is key to long-term seed storage. You
must separate the seed from its protective casing.
The seeds of tomatoes, cucumbers and other
squash are encased in jelly. Spread these seeds
on a paper towel and allow them to dry. Then pick
them off the towel for storage. Other seeds, such
as cosmos and grains, have a dry, papery shell that
can be blown off because it is much lighter than the
actual seed.
All seeds should be thoroughly dry before storage.
If in doubt, place the seeds in a glass jar and put it
in the sun. If condensate forms inside the jar, your
seeds need more drying time. Big seeds like peas
and beans can be frozen for two to three days to

Cosmos ready and centre not ready
Rebecca Last

Be a Revolutionary!
With the mergers of giant seed companies like Dow
and Dupont, Bayer and Monsanto, the global seed
market has grown increasingly concentrated and
much of our food is now grown from just a handful of
varieties of proprietary seeds. Saving your own
seeds is fundamentally an act of quiet revolution and
may help to assure our future food supply. This year,
why not become a seed revolutionary! 

Food of the Caterpillar of the Painted
Lady butterfly
(Vanessa cardui)
Plume thistles -Cirsium spp.
Plumeless thistles—Carduus spp.,
Knapweeds, Cornflowers—Centaurea, spp.
Burdock—Arctium spp.
Sunflowers—Helianthus spp.
Artemisia spp.
Hollyhock and mallow—Malvaceae
Legumes -Fabaceae.
+ many more plants
Painted Lady-Vanessa cardui foraging a flower of
a purple coneflower Echinacea purpurea
Jean-Pol Grandmont, Wikipedia, license cc by 3.0,
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Shazia Y. Hussain
am an avid gardener and a lifelong learner. My
garden is an ongoing experiment, as well as a
source of awe and pure inspiration.
Even before I put it to bed in the fall, I find myself
planning and dreaming about the upcoming year. I
reflect on which plants have flourished and which
ones have flopped. I am always on the lookout for
practical ways to improve my gardening practices.
For instance, although I have had success in growing different types of seedlings indoors, I have found
the process cumbersome. Then I discovered winter
sowing.
Lupinus polyphyllus - Russell Mix, winter sown
2021
Shazia Hussain

What Is Winter Sowing?
Winter sowing is a seed starting process that emulates the natural cycle of cold moist stratification.
The freeze-thaw cycle helps seeds to break dormancy in order for them to germinate.

Seeds may be sown in a variety of repurposed containers. However, two litre plastic pop bottles are
the most commonly used. These are clear, vented
and have drainage holes added. They are placed
outdoors for the winter so the seeds will undergo a
period of dormancy. The containers protect the
seeds from being ravaged by critters and also from
being displaced by precipitation.
Germination is ‘kick-started’ once the weather becomes warmer and there is more daylight. The
seedlings should develop healthy, strong roots before being transplanted directly into the ground.
Trudi Davidoff, a gardener from New York, introduced winter sowing. She developed the method in
response to a lack of indoor space for germinating
seeds.

Dahlia pinnata, winter sown 2022
Shazia Hussain

What Can Be Winter Sown?
Look for key words and clues found on seed packets: self-sows, reseeds, refrigerate, freeze, requires
pre-chilling, stratify, cold (moist) stratification, sow
outside in late autumn, can withstand light frost, cold
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hardy, can be direct sown early.
Examples: Agastache foeniculum (anise hyssop),
Aquilegia (columbine), Rudbeckia hirta (black-eyed
Susan).
Plants with common names that have the word
wildflower or weed in them, such as Eupatorium
maculatum (spotted Joe Pye weed), Asclepias tuberosa (butterfly weed), are great candidates for
winter sowing.

Agastache foeniculum, winter sown in 2021
Shazia Hussain

Helianthus annuus, Zinnia elegans ‘Envy’, winter
sown 2022
Shazia Hussain

When To Winter Sow?
Between December and February, sow seeds requiring cold stratification. For example, Delphinium
elatum (delphinium) and Lupinus perennis (wild lupine).
Around mid-March, sow hardy annuals such as
Centaurea cyanus (bachelor’s buttons), Papaver
nudicaule (Iceland poppy).
Between late March and early April, sow tender annuals like Zinnia elegans (zinnia), vegetables such
as tomatoes, and herbs such as Lavandula angustifolia (lavender).
How to Winter Sow?
Gather materials:
• Containers:
 As long as the container chosen has a translucent cover, will house at least 8 cm of potting soil, and is one in which drainage/venting
holes may be made, there are many options.
Some examples include: clear, green soda
bottles, white milk jugs, take out platters,
clamshells, aluminum takeout pans, even gallon Ziploc bags and comforter bags!
 The number of containers you need will depend on the quantity of plants you want to
grow.
 Although any clear container may be used,
the most common ones are large pop bottles
and distilled water containers. I asked my local Buy Nothing group on Facebook and community association to save bottles for me.
People are very generous!
• A drill or any pointed tool like an awl, for making
drainage holes
• Scissors, scoop and any useful devices for planting seeds
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• Seeds, organic potting soil
• Plant label and garden marker
• A spray bottle/mister with water
• Duct tape

Winter sown containers on my deck
Shazia Hussain

Winter sown Lupinus polyphyllus seedling before
being transplanted, 2021.
Shazia Hussain

Container preparation steps
To simplify instructions, a pop bottle will be used as
an example.
1. Ensure that the bottle is clean and dry.
2. Turn the bottle over and drill enough holes for
good drainage. Make some more holes at the top,
close to where the bottle cap was. This will be for
ventilation and an entry point for precipitation.
3. Make a horizontal cut across the middle of the
container leaving the ‘hinge’ attached.
4. Add about 10cm of pre-moistened soil.
5. Plant the seeds following recommendations for
seed spacing and correct depth. Gently mist the soil
with water.
6. Write the name of the plant on the label, include
the date sown.
7. Seal the bottle by affixing duct tape around the
middle part cut in Step 3.
8a) Place container outdoors where there is some
light. It does not have to be in a sunny spot.
Ensure it is not disturbed by pets, or snow
shoveling, etc.
8b) Remember, the location should allow the container to be exposed to the elements (i.e. rain,
snow, wind). Precipitation will enter through
vent holes creating condensation, providing
moisture needed.
9. In the spring, seedlings will emerge. On warm
days, open the cover. Regularly check to see that
the seedlings do not dry out. Water when needed.
10. Thin as required.
11. Remove seedlings and transplant into ground.
Benefits of Winter Sowing:
1. Allows you to re-use what you already have at
home.
2. Helps to save money, as electricity or grow lights
are not needed.
3. Eliminates the need to use indoor space for pots.
4. Yields greater number of plants grown in a smaller space.
5. Watering frequency is significantly reduced.
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6. Hardening off is not required, unlike seedlings

grown indoors.
7. Plants will not become ‘leggy.’
8. Permits gardeners to get a head start on the

growing season.
9. Encourages children to participate in gardening
activities.
10.Keeps people engaged in a season where many
are prone to depression.
11.Is simple, easy and fun to do.
Some Considerations
Depending on how many plants you intend to grow,
preparation can take a few hours.
When I have not thinned out or separated seedlings
in time, I have observed that they became crowded
and root bound. The effect is that it has taken them
another full growing cycle to recover.
Winter Sowing…Yea or Nay?
Winter sown seedlings right after removal from
bottle, winter 2021
Shazia Hussain

Definitely yea - but with the caveat of showing selfrestraint.
The first year I learned about winter sowing, I sowed
50 to 60 containers, totaling hundreds of different
plants! I was thrilled with the notion of accumulating
many new flowers without spending a ton of money!
However, when it came time for me to transplant
these, I was overwhelmed.
I am a work in progress, just like my garden. Last
year, I winter sowed 20 containers and could have
blissfully added more. However, I realized that it
would mean less time for essential tasks in the garden. These experiences have given me a better
appreciation of the expression “Just because you
can, does not mean you should!”
I will soon put my garden to bed…whilst dreaming
and planning for next year.

Viola wittrockiana - pansy Swiss giants mix, winter
sown in 2021

I already have a list of native plants I would love to
add to my yard.

Shazia Hussain

There are no mistakes, only growth gained from
learning opportunities. 
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Marion Runstedler
Common name: bunchberry, Canadian bunchberry
Botanical name: Cornus canadensis
Are you looking for an interesting plant to add to
your garden? There are so many beautiful Ontario
native plants to choose from and one such, from the
dogwood family, is the bunchberry (Cornus canadensis).

Bunchberry flower
Todd Boland

The bunchberry plant is the smallest of the dogwood
family of mostly shrubs and trees and is often called
creeping dogwood. In French, the plant is called
quatre-temps or cornouiller du Canada. The bunchberry is well-adapted to our climate and soil. It loves
to grow in moist woodland settings with acidic soil
and in filtered light under evergreen trees.

The entire plant is no taller than 6-15 cm and
spreads by underground stems (or rhizomes).
Bunchberry develops dainty white flower-like leaves,
called bracts, in late spring or early summer (June/
July), with four to six oval leaves. Once the plant
has finished blooming in August, there are bright red
berries which are equally stunning. The leaves are
an added feature of this already beautiful plant.
They are dark and shiny green in the summer
months, changing to a dark red colour in the fall.
It is a difficult plant to find in most garden centres in
the Ottawa area, other than those carrying native
plants, but is well worth the effort in looking for it.

Bunchberry berries
Stephanie C Brundage

I have been growing the bunchberry plant for the
last two years and it has been slowly spreading and
has now created a wonderful groundcover. I am
already hoping for a successful spring next year with
even more bunchberry blossoms carpeting my
woodland garden. However, it does not tolerate foot
traffic which would crush the delicate structure of
this plant.
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The bunchberry plant has no serious insect or disease problems. It can be initially difficult to grow
but makes a great groundcover once established.
Pests such as deer and rabbits have no interest in
this plant. It is also resistant to dogwood anthracnose. The fungal spores can quickly spread on the
leaves of susceptible dogwoods and kill the entire
plant.
Some interesting research has recently been found
whereby the slightest touch on the flower bracts
causes the pollen to be expelled with an acceleration force 800 times greater than the force experienced by astronauts during space shuttle during
takeoff.
Medicinal properties of the bunchberry have been
known by local peoples for many years. The roots
have been used as a cold remedy. The bark has
been used as a laxative. Other potential uses of
the plant are as an anti-inflammatory and analgesic.
In the Cree language, the bunchberry name goes

by kawiscowimin (“itchy chin berry”) from the facial
irritation caused by the tiny white hairs on the fruit.
If the berries are rubbed on the skin, they give a
prickly feeling.
The berries of this plant are edible and can be eaten raw or cooked, although the mild flavour makes
it not a very pleasant berry to snack on. The high
concentration of flavonoids and vitamin C of the
berry gives it some nutritional qualities. Many of the
Cornus species are being studied for their natural
chemotherapeutic compounds, with potential for
application in cancer treatment.
Not only do bunchberry flowers benefit bees and
pollinators while flowering in the spring, but they
also develop berries in the summer giving animals a
source of food and in winter the plant provides forage.
Who can go wrong with a very Canadian native
plant called Cornus canadensis? 

Gail Labrosse

ippophae rhamnoides, commonly known as sea
buckthorn, is a very thorny deciduous ornamental
shrub that grows from 0.5 to 6 metres in height with
an equal spread in width. It tends to sucker naturally, forming thickets if not properly maintained.
It can survive temperatures as low as - 40°C, and is
both drought- and salt- tolerant. Sea buckthorn requires full sunlight for good growth and cannot tolerate shade. It is native to the cold temperate zones
of Asia and Europe where the winters are very cold
and summers are cool.
In ancient Greece, sea buckthorn was used as fodder for horses to help them gain weight and make
their coats shine. Interestingly, the Latin name Hippophae means horse and shine.

Sea buckthorn
Gail Labrosse
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Sea buckthorn has been used in Europe and Asia
for centuries, both as food and medicine. Juice from
the berries is a common drink in many areas of Asia
and Europe and very high in vitamins C, E and protein. The leaves fresh or dried, when steeped, also
make a nutritional tea. Sea buckthorn oil has been
used for skin ailments and Russian cosmonauts
used it as radiation protection in space.
Sea buckthorn is also used in land reclamation, soil
erosion control, and enhancement of wildlife habitats. There is currently worldwide interest in this
plant for its potential economic value. In Ontario,
sea-buckthorn is planted as a niche agricultural berry crop and there are sea buckthorn orchards in
Manitoba.
In spite of its varied uses, sea-buckthorn can cause
serious problems because of its fast-growing, suckering growth. It was first placed on Canada’s list of
invasive species in 1997. It needs to be properly
maintained by crop owners to prevent its escape
into the natural environment where its dense thickets would block out native plants and wildlife.
Consider planting this alternative:
Physocarpus (common ninebark)

Sea buckthorn, this is the thicket it forms in its native environment
A. Keough

Major sources: http://omafra.gov.on.ca/english/
crops/facts/seabuckthorn.htm

What is the gardener's
favourite novel?

War and Peas
Julianne Labreche
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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

Calendar

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 Websitehttps://mgottawa.ca/

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. 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.

Amanda Carrigan, Judith Cox, Andrea Knight,
Julianne Labreche, Gail Labrosse, Ann McQuillan,
Kelly Noel, Dale Odorizzi, Josie Pazdzior, Marion
Runstedler, Rob Stuart, Lee Ann Smith, Rebecca
Last, Shazia Y. Hussain, Gillian Boyd, Agnieszka
Keough, Margaret Ryan, Mary Crawford, Stephanie
Sleeth, Heather Clemenson, Belinda Boekhoven,
Mary Ann Van Berlo, Mary Reid
Letters to editor: newsletter@mgottawa.ca
Banner Photograph: . Hylotelephium telephium
‘Xenox’syn. Sedum telephium ‘Xenox’, S. R. Bicket

Monday, October 17, 7:00 pm
Candace Dressler and Fran Dennett
Native Plants in Ontario
Gloucester Horticultural Society
Tuesday, October 18, 7:30 pm
Nancy McDonald
Fall, Final Garden Fling
Stittsville Goulbourn Horticultural Society

Online

Tuesday, October 18, 7:00 pm
.Helen Halpenny, Gerda Franssen and Paul Pietsch
Ask a Master Gardener evening
Smith Falls Horticultural society
Thursday, October 20, 7:30 pm
Mary Reid
Putting your Garden to Bed
Nepean Horticultural Society
12

Tuesday, November 8, 7:30 pm
Lee Ann Smith
High Performing, Low Maintenance Plants
West Carleton Garden Club
Oct 19, Design Considerations for Aging Gardeners
Rob Stuart
Oct 26, Gardening on the Vertical
Lee Ann Smith

Tuesday, November 8, 7:00 pm
Nancy McDonald
Culinary and Other Delights with Herbs and Edible Flowers
Old Ottawa South Garden Club

Nov 2, Turn Kitchen Scraps into Plant Food
Candace Dressler
Nov 9, - Season Finale - to be announced

Register here
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