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FROM SEED TO SENSATION 
Edythe Falconer 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
If you have ever started a few seeds, or even dozens in flats, you have some idea of the pro-
cess that is involved in getting a plant to emerge from a tiny capsule and eventually reach 
maturity.  Seeds have to be started at different times depending on the plant, at different 
seed depths depending on the plant and need to be kept moist but not wet until shoots 
begin to emerge and strive to establish themselves. 
  
Eventually young plants need to be hardened off by removing them from house or green-
house during the day and taking them in again at night until we get past the danger of frost 
– hopefully for the rest of the growing season. 
  
Soon it is time to transplant them to permanent summer locations.  While they adapt to 
their new “digs” they need a lot of support settling in.  Some will just not make it in which 
case if you have a few extra in a holding bed you can fill the gap they leave. 
  
To help plants thrive it is necessary to deadhead regularly.  This can be rewarding work if 
we are removing healthy parts of  “ cut and come” vegetables such as kale and Swiss chard.  
However it is also important to remove parts that are damaged or showing signs of disease.  
Yes it can be time consuming and somewhat hard on the back or knees but it is worth it.  
Note: Diseased bits should not go into regular compost. 
  
Come fall and all or most of the plants must be removed and hopefully composted – or at 
least properly disposed of, and beds left in good order for next year’s show.  Even on small 
plots it is possible to practice a form of crop rotation.  Those of us who have good memories 
will recall where this year’s crops were planted.  The rest of us can make lists/diagrams re 
locations.  It is possible to overwinter – outdoors – some root vegetables provided they are 
covered with a thick layer of compost until the ground thaws next spring. 

  
Even with a vegetable garden it is possible to go 
for the sort of  “Wow” factor that we enjoy so 
much in our flower gardens.  Some vegetable 
foliage is so beautiful that it can be the focus of 
the garden plan.  Kales of many colours can pro-
vide a beautiful border, Swiss chard can stand 
alone in its beauty and sweet potato vines can 
provide a wonderful ground cover which in turn 
preserves moisture and discourages weeds.  This 
spring I will be experimenting with lavender bor-
ders around one of my beds.  Scent and sense – 
beautiful and attractive to pollinators.  Lavender 
tea anyone? 

  
When you next step into your garden think about all the dreaming, planning, and sweat 
equity we put into providing these lovely displays both edible and ornamental.  That 
miniscule seeds develop into beautiful and edible plants is a miracle – one which we can 
study but never fully understand.  That human beings will go to considerable lengths to 
nourish and nurture plants for all of us to enjoy is a strong testimonial to our human craving 
for beauty and colour – and food! 

Sonnet for April 
Judith Cox 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
Waiting, watching, bursting through, then 
open 
Eyes of green and tiny leaves of emerald. 
Potting soil, cleaning pots with soap and 
Water, knowing spring has made its call. 
Shining light has found its winding way 
through  
Tired, dirty, sticky Sunday windows  
Spraying water, tiny pots of burnt blue 
Strong and ready reaching high to lay low. 
Scents of spring are slowly sliding over 
Grey and dirt; a winter hard and heavy. 
Waiting now for dandelions and clover, 
Warmth and light and growing fat and 
steady.  
Songs of birds will echo, softly warning 
Quiet calls of crystal dew in morning. 

Need help? Contact us at: 
Telephone help Line: Wednesday and 
Thursday 1–3 pm (all year)  :  

613-236-0034 -  
Ottawa E-mail help Line, monitored daily : 

mgoc_helpline@yahoo.ca   
Lanark E-mail help Line:  

lanarkmg@gmail.com 

Vegetable garden 
Susan Bicket 

NOW FOR SALE 
https://rainbarrel.ca/mgottawa/  
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SEEDY SET-UPS  

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
Tomato tins were highly prized in 30’s and 40’s Saskatchewan.  They were handy for starting 
fresh versions of their former contents and available at no extra cost.  Drainage holes were 
installed with a hammer and a nail.  A rusty pie plate served as a drip tray as did orphan 
saucers of one pattern or another.  The tins were filled with a mix of good prairie soil and 
leaf compost collected the previous fall.  This tidy little system was then parked near the 
sunniest window available. 
 
It’s not too late to set up starting April 2017.  This is especially true if you have already done 
some planning in late 2016 by bringing indoors a modest supply of loamy garden soil, com-
posted leaves and/or regular compost.  Containers can always be improvised.  
 
If you are really pressed for time and lack homemade potting mixes, many grocery stores 
and big box stores stock soilless potting mixes.  Soilless mixes are more likely to be free of 
hitchhikers and are less prone to damping off problems.  However it will be necessary to 
monitor their moisture needs extra closely. 
 
A creative assessment of pot/container/drip tray collection can come next.  If we find our-
selves short of containers, a trip to Thrift, Value Village or a Dollar Store can solve the prob-
lem.  There you can find an abundance of appropriate choices.  Then, too, we might want to 
consider cow pots and/or peat pots.  Later on, when we transplant seedlings to the great 
outdoors, these little pots can be sunk right into outdoor containers or a vegetable patch. 
 
If we have old seed packs around we can test the seeds for viability.  Ten seeds per pot.  If 
we get a strike rate of seven or more it is probably safe to plant the rest of them in April and 
May.  Otherwise we’ll need to purchase new packs.  The pictures on the packs are very se-
ductive so we mustn’t get carried away.  Keep an eye open for best time to seed outdoors 
and maturity dates. 
 
The bottom line is this – we are the source of all good for our seedlings -  their supply of air, 
water, drainage, light and nutrition, even a health plan at least until we get them into the 
ground in May – at which time there may be help from the weather.  They’ll still need our 
TLC throughout the gardening season. 

Bee Line 
Spring Plants for Bees  

Julianne Labreche  
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
It’s spring.  It’s not just gardeners who are 
busy.  The bees are buzzing, busy too.  
 
They’re hungry, in search of nectar and 
pollen.  Nectar is a sugary fluid secreted in 
flowers to encourage pollination.  It’s col-
lected by the bees to make honey and is 
their main source of energy.  Pollen is a 
powdery substance found in the male part 
of the flower, used to fertilize the female.  
Pollen provides bees with protein and fat.  
 
If you want to invite bees to your garden 
this spring and attract these beneficial polli-
nators, consider planting some early 
bloomers.  Certainly, bees need all the help 
they can get these days, especially the hon-
eybee.  Because the honeybee is a non-
native bee, it prefers non-native plants.  
 
Honeybees were introduced to Canada in 
the early 1600s when early European 
settlers moved here.  Prior to that, a strain 
of stingless bees provided honey for North 
America’s first peoples.  These bees, now 
extinct, lacked the resistance to ward off 
diseases introduced by these imported 
bees.  Nowadays, honeybees are dealing 
with threats of their own, including disease, 
climate change and exposure to pesticides.  
 
Given that honeybees provide us with deli-
cious honey, attracting bees to your garden 
is a kind of payback for nature’s bounty.  
Here are some plants to consider:  
 
CROCUSES- These are terrific little pollina-
tor magnets that are often the first flowers 
to appear in spring.  Once they become 
established, they’ll naturalize and re-
appear year after year.  They need to be 
planted before the ground freezes in the 
fall.  Their strong perfume will attract the 
bees come spring.   
 
PRIMROSE- This early spring flower comes 
in many colors and is hardy in the Ottawa 
region.  It prefers lightly shaded areas, well 
drained soil, and damp, wood-like condi-
tions.  A light covering of mulch will help its 
roots to maintain moisture.  
 
**HEATHER- This is a low-lying evergreen 
shrub, one of my favorites and another 
early bloomer in the spring garden.  Anoth-
er non-native, it grows wild in many parts 
of Europe.  Its tiny spiked flowers bloom in 
a variety of colors, including pink, purple 
and white.  There are early spring bloomers 
and ones that bloom later, in fall.  
 
COTONEASTER- This is a popular medium-

SOIL BLOCKS FOR SEED STARTING   

Susan Bicket 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
After attending a talk where soil blocks where highly 
recommended for seed starting I thought that I would 
give them a try.  I bought the soil block mold for larger 
blocks which produces four 5cm blocks.  In a large plas-
tic washing-up bowl a soilless potting mix for seeds 
was mixed with water to a porridge like consistency – 
very wet.  The soil block mold is then pressed down 
firmly into the mix.  In theory, the blocks should now 
be full of firmly packed potting mix but in practice a bit 
of extra tamping – with a cork – and topping up were 
needed.  The blocks were then gently ejected into a 
tray.  The blocks worked best when very carefully sep-
arated, about 1cm apart; before adding the seed, this 
allowed water to be added to the tray and reach all the blocks.  Experience demonstrated 
that watering from the top or rain, when hardening off, destroyed the blocks.  The young 
plants did well and were very easy to plant.  A good alternative for starting larger seeds. 

Soil Blocks 
Susan Bicket 
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COOL GARDENERS  

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
It’s cool to start gardens in March, April and May. For really cool starts some vegetables are 
more adapted to cool starts than others.  The Brassica Family, for example is quite happy to 
get started early in the season.  This is also true for the Onion Family. Even peas don’t mind 
a bit of cool since they like to produce before hot summer weather arrives.  Caught in hot 
weather they will bolt and shut down pea production.  
 
The Brassica Family includes Broccoli, Cabbage, Collards, Cauliflower, Kohlrabi,  Kale, Radish-
es and Turnips.  They can all be seeded indoors or if you wait until the ground has thawed 
and warmed up you can plant “direct”.  There are advantages and disadvantages either 
way.  Planting indoors insures that we can hang on to the seedlings until we are sure that 
the danger of frost is past.  However it does involve transplanting.  Planting direct elimi-
nates the need for transplanting but carries a little bit of risk as weather can be unpredicta-
ble.  Covering them to protect them from late frost adds to the labor factor.  
 
The Carrot Family boasts Caraway, Carrots, Celery, Dill, Fennel and Parsley.  These too can 
be started indoors but most of us will wait and direct seed as soon as the ground is worka-
ble. Like the Brassica Family they too don’t mind “cool”. 
 
The Onion Family lists Asparagus, Chives, Garlic, Leeks and Onions.  Here we have another 
group that is decidedly “cool” friendly.  Asparagus, chives, leeks and onions are all perenni-
als, some more than others.  Garlic does best if cloves are planted in the fall.  The Egyptian 
Onion is another perennial and once established can be harvested year after year.  
 
The Tomato Family has strengths but except for potatoes they don’t start well in cold 
weather.  To give peppers, tomatoes and eggplants a head start seed them early indoors.   
Potato cuttings, however, can be planted direct as soon as the soil is workable.  
 
If you would like to have more specific information on plants that like cool starts you can go 
into our “archives” and click back to March 2014.  You’ll find it very helpful, especially if you 
are relatively new to vegetable gardening.  

sized ground cover around Ottawa, a versa-
tile plant for the urban garden.  One popu-
lar species is the Cranberry Cotoneaster 
(Cotoneaster apiculatus) with its pretty pink 
flowers in spring and striking red fruit in fall.  
When fully mature, it grows to about three 
feet tall with a spread of about five feet, 
requiring little maintenance. 
 
BLUEBERRY- Urban gardeners sometimes 
forget that the blueberry shrub is a viable 
plant for the Ottawa area.  This shrub will 
do best in full sun to partial shade.  It re-
quires sandy, acidic soil and average mois-
ture to survive.  Some varieties to consider 
are Top Hat Blueberry (Vaccinium corymbo-
sum ‘Top Hat’), Chippewa Blueberry 
(Vaccinium ‘Chippewa’), and Northsky Blue-
berry (Vaccinium ‘Northsky’).  
 
CRABAPPLE- Who doesn’t associate flower-
ing crabs trees with spring in Ottawa?  Their 
scented blooms fill the air and their spec-
tacular colors are such a pick-me-up after 
the drabness of March in the city.  Fortu-
nately, crabapple trees are easy to grow 
and hardy in Ottawa, available in many vari-
eties, including dwarf varieties for the ur-
ban gardener.  As an added bonus, the birds 
will love the fruit in the late winter months.  
 
Other early- flowering plants to attract bees 
include: hellebores, forget-me-not, pulmo-
naria, rosemary, ajuga, cranberry, foxglove, 
heliotrope and willow and cherry trees.  
 
Even dandelions, unloved as they may be, 
are bee magnets in spring, so maybe think 
twice before weeding  
 

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter available 
on the 15th at http://mgottawa.ca/ 
 
Visit the Almonte online community newspaper ‘The Millstone’ - http://millstonenews.com/ -for a column by David 
Hinks of the Ottawa Carleton Master Gardeners; under the Gardening tab. 
 
Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master Gardeners of Lanark County are member groups of Master 
Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the mission of providing gardening advice to homeowners. 
The Edible Garden logo was created by Jon Last (jonlast13@rogers.com). 

IDEAS FOR REPURPOSING  
• Yoghurt pots of all sizes make great plant pots once some holes have been punched in 

the bottom.  The hard lids of the larger yoghurt containers make shallow drip trays and 
the clear pots can be turned upside down and used as mini greenhouses.  The pots can 
also be cut up and used as labels. 

• Ditto plastic bottles with a bit of scissor work. 

• Toilet roll, egg-cartons can also be used to start seeds.  This can be planted directly into 
the ground.  Leaving  the toilet roll exposed for 0.5 to 1 cm will act as a barrier to cut 
worms.  These, as they are continually damp, will disintegrate or may suffer from a little 
mould over time. 

• Cling wrap can be placed over freshly sown seed trays to retain moisture, then removed 
as the seeds germinate. 

• Bubble packs for salad leaves can also be used as mini green houses. 

• The slats of old venetian blinds can be cut and used for plant labels. 

https://rainbarrel.ca/mgottawa/ 

 
Dandelions 
Susan Bicket 

**NOTE:  
Heather (Calluna vulgaris) is very particular 
about its growing conditions.  It enjoys 
acidic peaty soil that is continually moist 
but well drained, full sun, cool summers 
and shelter from desiccating winds.  A cov-
ering of evergreen boughs once the ground 
has frozen  will give some protection.  It is 
not considered reliably hardy in the Otta-
wa area. 


