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THE LIFE FORCE IN 
PLANTS 

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

We humans have access to various organ 
replacements thanks to modern medical 
science, but so far we haven’t achieved the 
prowess enjoyed by many of our plants.  
This is their capacity to regenerate com-
plete plants from small bits of themselves. 
 
REUSING SPARE PARTS 
I’ve pursued the propagation of sweet po-
tatoes over a period of several years.  It is a 
pleasure to harvest tubers and then bring 
in vines and roots to overwinter near a 
sunny window.  From the vines I make 
cuttings.  When the cuttings have produced 
rootlets I pot them.  When they get too 
rangy I have two options – cut off leaves to 
sauté and/or cut off secondary stems to 
produce more cuttings and more whole 
plants for transplanting in late spring.  Then 
the circle is complete and I can start all 
over again.  
 
BEGINNING WITH AN END 
Another kind of cycle can be created with 
green onions.  I start with a bunch of green 
onions purchased from my local grocery 
store, use them for whatever purpose I 
choose up to a point.  I then save the root 
end of each stem – the roots and 2cm – 
3cm of stalk.  I plant these into good 
potting soil and place the pot in a sunny 
window.  I keep the soil moist but not wet.   
 
New stems will begin to form and rise up.  

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 

BALCONY GARDENING  

Dale Odorizzi 
Master Gardener of Lanark County 

Many of us are living in apartments and condominiums.  While we love the freedom and 
convenience of condo life we still want to enjoy our own home grown fresh produce.  While 
there are many pluses in growing vegetables in containers, there are a few minuses too. 
 
When starting your balcony garden, first, you must get approval to grow plants on your 
balcony.  Once you have approval, it is very important that you do a site evaluation, just as 
you do when you start an “in ground” vegetable garden. 
 
How much sun do you get in a day?  With any garden to be successful, you must determine 
how much sun it gets in a day.  When you are gardening on a balcony, lots of sun can be 
both a friend and a foe.  Your plants need sunlight but with all the hard surfaces around, 
the temperatures will get much hotter than temperatures that are softened by soil, grass 
and trees.  It may be necessary to create some type of shade to provide a cooling effect.  
The type of container you choose can also impact how hot your plants will get. 
 
What direction does the wind blow?  The higher up you are, the stronger the wind will be.  
Wind can cause a great deal of stress on your plants.  It can dry them out faster and certain 
plants do not respond well to the wind. 
 
How much weight can I put on my bal-
cony?  A container can become quite 
heavy.  The container itself may be 
quite light but when you fill it with soil 
and add water, the weight can really 
build up.   
 
Is there a structure that blocks the rain?  
If your balcony has a “roof” or someone 
else’s balcony above it, you may not get 
a lot of help from Mother Nature in 
watering your plants.  How easy is it for 
you to get water to your plants?   
 
You have more control over the grow-
ing medium than you do with an in-
ground garden but an important ques-
tion to ask is “How am I going to get my growing medium to my balcony?”.  
 
There are three factors that are the foundation for successful container gardening.  These 
are the right: 

• kind of container 

• kind of potting mix 

• location. 
 
Lots of internet sites tell you just about any kind of object that holds soil is suitable.  The 
size of the container is very important.  The larger the container, the more soil it will hold.  
The more soil it holds, the more room roots have available to grow and expand.  Plants that 
are “pot bound” or have crowded or circling roots are more prone to stress related prob-

 

Container made of Grosfillex—looks like Terra 
Cotta and weighs almost nothing  

Dale Odorizzi 



 

 2 

USING WINDOWS FOR 
GROWING SEEDS: 

Susan Bicket 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
Many window sills these days are not large 
enough to hold a seed tray, but a table or 
shelf in front of the window as close as 
possible will work.  The temperature by the 
window may vary from very cold to too 
hot, and there may be draughts.  So con-
stant monitoring is needed.  A south facing 
window gets the most light, consistently 
throughout the day, but may get hot.  East 
and West windows get good light for only 
part of the day, so moving the seedlings to 
follow the light could be an option here.  A 
north window gets the least amount of 
light.  
 
Start seeds in a more consistently warm 
place and only move to the window as the 
seeds sprout.  As the light from a window 
comes from only one direction the seed-
lings need to be turned daily to prevent 
leaning.  Covering a board or half a box 
with aluminium foil, shiny side out, and 
standing it on the room side of the seeds 
will reflect light back, so light is now com-
ing from two sides.  This will also increase 
the heat on warmer days 

lems due to drought and nutritional deficiencies.  Plants growing in too small containers 
often do not reach their full potential because their small root system cannot support the 
top growth.  Vegetable yields are greatly reduced.  Another big bonus of larger containers is 
they tend to not dry out as quickly as smaller containers. 

 
The material your containers are made of should also be considered, especially when used 
on a balcony. 
Terra Cotta—are relatively inexpensive.  They are heavy, breakable and not weather re-
sistant.  They are porous which leads them to dry out quickly.  They warm up quickly, a plus 
in the spring but a definite minus in the heat of summer.  Because they are not weather 
resistant, you will have to find a place to store them over the winter. 
Glazed Ceramic—are made from clay and then glazed and kiln fired.  They are beautiful and 
come in a wide range of colours and styles, but they are breakable and heavy.  They will 
flake and crack in freeze/thaw cycles, but they do hold moisture well. 
Plastic—has come a long way.  They can be decorative and come in a large range of colours 
and styles.  They are lightweight, inexpensive and very durable.  They are unlikely to crack.  
Some are prone to fading but can be painted with good exterior paint. 
Wood—are affordable, especially if you can make your own.  They protect well from tem-
perature fluctuations.  They will have to eventually be replaced. 
Resin—are made from a composite that is poured into a mold and then baked.  They are 
made to look like granite, stone or other material but are extremely light weight.  They han-
dle temperature fluctuations well, do not dry out quickly and are made from recycled mate-
rials. 
Fiberglass—is often molded into different styles and patterns. They are durable and light-
weight.  They have thin walls and can crack if dropped and tend to be relatively expensive. 
Fabric Pots and Grow bags—are extremely light weight made from fibrous fabric.  The big-
gest plus of fabric bags is they prevent roots from circling and becoming pot bound.  The 
containers last many years.  They do tend to dry more quickly. 
 
Regardless of the type of container you choose, it is essential that the containers allow am-
ple drainage. 
 
Potting Mix is often called Potting Soil even though it does not contain any soil.  It is a soil-
less blend of ingredients that must be well draining, light weight and easy to handle.  When 
purchasing potting soil for your containers, avoid the following: 

• Heavy bags—The mix is likely too dense for good container performance and it is 
likely to contain a high percentage of sand. 

• Contains topsoil or garden soil.  This will be poorly draining and may contain weeds 
or soil borne diseases. 

• Smells bad—may have an excess of nitrogen or contain harmful pathogens. 

• Contains sprouting seeds, moss or mold. 
 
Try a couple of brands of potting soil and evaluate the performance of each to help you with 
future purchases. 
Location of your containers is the third tenet of successful container gardening.  In next 

month’s issue, we will discuss location of your containers, depending on the edibles you are 

growing. 

If I harvest intelligently I can have freshly 
cut bits to use in an array of recipes or fine-
ly cut into a soup.  
 
So far I haven’t tested to see how long this 
cycle can be repeated.  More potting soil 
would be needed to top up and rejuvenate 
the soil.  There are at least three more 
months of cold weather during which I can 
continue this experiment. 
 
It is amazing how many plants can be pro-
duced using the spare parts of their parents 
– roots, leaves, stems and buds.  Plants are 
a beautiful mystery.  

 

Green onion restarts 
Edythe Falconer 

MINIMUM SOIL VOLUME REQUIRED FOR SPECIFIC PLANTS 

30 gallons Each dwarf or columnar fruit tree 

20-30 gallons Each shrub or large plant—fig, blueberries, goji berries 

10-15 gallons Each extra-large vegetable—full size tomato, winter squash, pumpkin 

8-10 gallons Each large fruit or vegetable—peppers, eggplants, cucumber, zucchini 

5-8 gallons Each medium sized vegetable—cabbage, broccoli 

1-2 gallons Each small statured vegetable-kohlrabi, kale, lettuce, chard, herbs 
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HOW I ENDED UP MAKING FAVA 

BEAN SOUP    

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

Housebound for most of the holiday season I searched for ways to occupy my time con-
structively.  Bad colds, bad weather and a car breakdown were definitely keeping me in-
doors. 
 
Roy has done a lot of fixing and I have done a lot of jobs I often relegate to ``tomorrow``.  
One of these was cleaning out and reorganizing the kitchen drawer that holds baking needs 
and a wide variety of dried goods, including a collection of pulses – split peas, lentils, kidney 
beans, mung beans and fava beans.  
 
The pulses were required for a picture to go with an article I was writing for the Friends of 
the Farm in 2016.  This was not a problem as I use most of them regularly except for favas.  I 
had grown favas and eaten them fresh but seldom had I used the dry version.  My one try 
with dried favas had been less than successful.  I’d blanched too long and ended up with 
beans that were half cooked and messy to shell.  No doubt I found a way to use them but I 
decided then and there to plant my own in the spring of 2017 and use them fresh.  
 
Fava beans also known as broad beans are easy to grow.  They favour cooler weather and 
tolerate a range of soils including salty or clayey.  As legumes they fix nitrogen.  Their flow-
ers attract pollinators.  Best started early spring in Zone 5b but in milder climates they can 
be seeded in the fall.  They have long been a staple in many parts of the world and are com-
mercially grown in Canada. 
 
Here I was with in 2018 with a nasty cold, penned in by record temperature lows and lack of 
transportation.  My package of favas stared up at me. Should I give them another go?  Yes! I 
dropped the whole lot into a pot of tepid water, rinsed them and gave them fresh water, 
then blanched them until they fattened slightly and skins went wrinkly.  While they cooled I 
put on some soothing CDs.  Then I began removing seed coats.  
 
As I peeled I listed groceries I’d shop for when the weather warmed up.  I considered what 
to tackle next in my family memoirs project.  I got better and faster at peeling.  Break open 
the narrow end with a thumb nail, squeeze the fat end with thumbnail and forefinger – POP 
– out comes a neat white bean that I could cook to an edible texture.  Finally I dropped two 
cupful's into lightly salted water to let them simmer until the right firmness for a salad.  I 
had time to go downstairs to check for email.   
 
That was a mistake.  “Edythe, I think those beans are soft enough. Want me to turn off the 
burner?”  Whoops! I’d lost track of time. I flew upstairs to a globular mush of overdone fava 
beans.  History had repeated itself.  
 
Once it was cool enough I risked tasting the mushy mass.  Mmm, it wasn’t that bad.  It tast-
ed like unflavoured pea soup.  What would I add to a pea soup – chopped onion and fresh 
garlic – finely chopped carrots and celery – a pinch of salt and a bit of pepper and small cu-
bes of ham – perhaps even a tiny bit of cumin?  The result was a very presentable soup.  
That evening, in an attempt to do fridge control the rest of the fava bean soup ended up on 
top basmati rice.  Definitely OK.  
 

LIGHTING FOR SEEDS  

Susan Bicket 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

One of the conditions needed for starting 
seeds indoors is adequate light.  Without it 
our young plants become elongated and 
spindly weakening the plant.   
 
The most obvious source of light are the 
windows, but often we don’t have enough 
room by the window, or don’t want seed 
trays cluttering up our living spaces, or the 
light just isn’t adequate -many windows are 
coated with energy saving window films 
which cuts the light.  So, we often need to 
supplement.  Grow-lights give more control 
over available light, heat and location. 
 
Ideally the light fixture needs to be posi-
tioned 7-10cm, 30cm at the most above the 
seedling - closer is better – and it can be 
raised as the seedlings grow.  Alternatively, 
the seedlings can be lowered.  A timer en-
sures the plants will have the necessary 
night period of 6-8 hours.  As lights gener-
ate heat that could potentially burn seed-
lings, when close, choose lights that give 
out less heat.  As the lights gets further 
away from the seedlings the amount of 
light available for growth decreases. 
 
Fluorescent light bulbs are the most readily 
available and affordable.  For the tube form 
of bulb—T5 is considered to be the most 
efficient for plants—a special light fitting is 
needed which is suspended over the plants.  
It needs to be close and only lights the area 
under the hood.  Ordinary CFL—compact 
fluorescent lights—can used with reflectors 
for very small numbers of seedlings. 
 
Purposed fittings come in the form of 
shelves with fitted lights to modest stands 
that come with propagation kits.  There is 
also the DIY solution where you purchase 
the fitting from a local hardware store and 
mount it yourself.   
 
Bulbs or tubes labelled “white day light”, 
“cool white”, “cool” whose spectrum tends 
slightly towards the blue wave lengths or 
“day light” will work for seedlings.   
 
Using reflective surfaces such as the shiny 
side of aluminium foil around the seedlings 
will help concentrate the light.   
 
Over time, the amount of light emitted de-
clines so replacing after about 6-9 months 
of use is a good idea 

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 Lanark County 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). 


