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Julianne Labreche  

Master Gardener of Ottawa 
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Sage is an herb that just keeps giving to 
Ottawa gardeners, especially around 
Thanksgiving.  There’s nothing nicer than 
the smell of sage stuffing while the turkey 
cooks.  Even after the first frost when other 
herbs have died back, this tough little herb 
keeps growing.  
 
Common sage, known officially as Salvia 
officinalis, is a great herb for beginning 
gardeners, especially those interested in 
attracting pollinators including bees and 
butterflies.  It is not demanding, overwin-
ters well in a kitchen herb garden, grows 
well in containers and is attractive as an 
ornamental plant in a flowerbed.  
 
Plant sage as a food source and you’ll dis-
cover many uses for it beyond turkey and 
pork.  A little goes a long way, but it can be 
used in baking, oils, vinegars, butters and 
honey.  It works well as a companion plant 
with strawberries, tomatoes, carrots and 
cabbage.  
 
Plant sage as an ornamental plant and en-
joy the numerous cultivars currently availa-
ble.  These range from smaller, dwarf varie-
ties to larger, bush-sized varieties.  It feels 
lovely with its ‘furry’ leaves-– fine hairs 
called trichomes– and smells outdoorsy 
with its fresh pine-like aroma.  It makes an 
ideal plant for a scent garden.  There are 
variegated and modern cultivars with pur-
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THE JOYS OF THRIFTY BED BUILDING  

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

INTRODUCTION 
If there is such a thing as a recycling gene I think I may have it.  I regularly experience strong 
urges to create uses for surplus materials currently in my possession.  This is instead of con-
signing them to the landfill or, as in my prairie childhood, to a family “landfill” in a discrete 
location not too close but not too far from the farmhouse.  The metal “landfill” behind our 
sheds did quite well at auction when my parents retired.  That someone actually wanted 
broken pieces of machinery never ceased to amaze Dad.  My parents were generally very 
good at repurposing. Married in the early 1930’s and soon to have the three of us, this was 
a time when “doing without” or” making do” was a family and community necessity. 
 
In 2016 I confess that I get great satisfaction from 
repurposing materials that accumulate in our back 
yard.  To satisfy my inner recycler I have found uses 
for still good wood salvaged from replacement of a 
retaining wall and a fence.  These woods have 
formed edging and paths in the beds I’ve created in 
our back yard.  
 
LOCATION IS EVERYTHING 
How many times have we heard and used the ex-
pression “location is everything”?  It can mean many 
things but in this case it pertains to growing edibles.  
Beds that will grow food need to be sited carefully, 
the number one consideration being how much sun-
light will be available in any prospective location.  
Vegetables on average require at least six hours of 
direct sunlight. 
 
Life is full of compromises.  Once you sort out the 
sun part there are still other considerations - one 
being proximity to trees and shrubs.  Too close to your proposed site, they will compete for 
light, moisture and nutrients with your thirsty vegetable garden.  Some up branching may 
improve access to lighting.  Sometimes getting rid of an unattractive and neglected hedge 
turns into a benefit.  
 
We usually harvest regularly from our vegetable gardens.  Therefore it is useful, although 
not essential, to locate relatively close to the “back” or kitchen door.  Existing fences make 
good supports for climbing edibles as long as property lines are respected. 
 
REMOVAL OF EXISTING GROWTH (or not) 
As noted previously this may include eliminating a small tree or shrub or some lower 
branches.  If you are a patient person tarping with black plastic is an option.  A further re-
finement of tarping is solarizing.  Best of all, if you are feeling really strong, shave the sur-
face with your lawn mower set low and then engage in double digging.  It’s not that bad if 
you tackle it in stages – even for an older person like me.  Do it in the fall when the weather 
is cooler.  Your garden will be ready to grow early in spring just waiting for plantings of cool 
weather vegetables such as onions, carrots and members of the brassica family.  
 

Recycled fencing defining beds 
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ple, rose, cream and yellow leaves.  Its 
flowers also offer choices, in white, pink or 
purple.  

Sage is easy to plant, although difficult to 
grow from seed.  It is best planted in Otta-
wa in early spring.  Being a lazy gardener, I 
tend to buy mine at the local farmer’s mar-
ket or a nursery.  Other gardeners grow 
sage plants from existing plants, using ei-
ther propagation by cuttings or layering.  
 
Creating a new plant using a cutting simply 
involves snipping about three inches off the 
herb, applying a rooting hormone and 
planting it in sterile sand or vermiculite.  
Layering involves taking a long stem of sage 
and securing it along the ground with wire, 
making sure the pinned portion is touching 
the ground.  In a few weeks, a new plant 
will take root and can be replanted.  
 
There are a few tips for growing sage.  First, 
don’t over-fertilize or over water, as it’s 
prone to mildew.  Second, be sure to grow 
it in a sunny location.  Being native to the 
Mediterranean area, this evergreen likes 
heat but not humidity.  Finally, it will appre-
ciate well-drained soil.  It’s an easy plant to 
grow and doesn’t attract pests.  
 
One type of sage that I haven’t tried is 
Pineapple Sage (Salvia elegans), a native to 
Mexico and Guatemala with a distinct pine-
apple taste.  It grows beyond our zone, 
further south in zones 9-10.  With its big, 
showy, red flowers, it’s a real favorite of 
hummingbirds.  Next year, I’m going to look 
for it as an annual and see if I can overwin-
ter it.  
 
On the other hand, if I followed my own 
sage advice, I’d probably be wise just to 
stick with plants that prefer Ottawa grow-
ing conditions.  Common sage is a good 
choice. 

Variegated Sage 
Edythe Falconer 

If you don’t fancy digging there is “piling”, often referred to as lasagna gardening.  The lasa-
gna garden is a composting sandwich par excellence – especially useful if you are on clay soil 
or soil that tends to be boggy.  It is also a compulsive recycler’s dream.  A multitude of yard 
wastes can be incorporated directly or as compost in order to build them.  I have used this 
method frequently atop our very clayey soil.  For additional detail check out our October 
2015 issue of TEG. 
 
Sunken beds were used by the indigenous peoples of earlier times in drought-prone parts of 
what is now the American Southwest.  If we experience more extended periods of drought 
in Canadian Zone 5a this approach may need to be “recycled”.  
  
ESTABLISHING PERIMETERS, PATHS WITHIN THE GARDEN 
In 2013 a twenty year old retaining wall needed replacing.  Many of the 6 x 6’s used in the 
initial construction were still in good condition.  These were salvaged and reused as borders 
for the growing areas in our back yard.  These 6 x 6’s were laid flush with lawn level to make 
mowing lawns a one stage process rather than two stage requiring work with a whipper-
snipper.  A dilapidated fence attached to the wall had to go too.  Slats and supporting 2 x 4’s 
are still being put to good use for additional edging and for paths within each bed to reduce 
impaction.  
 
GROWING FOOD IN LIMITED SPACE 
Much pleasure can be derived from playing around with the contents of pots and planters 
and the containers themselves.  Every year can showcase something different.  Medium and 
small pots can be moved around at will – seasonally and annually.  The colour of the pots 
can be matched with the colours of the produce in them. 
 
My current experiment with non-mobile 
planters is doing well.  These were con-
structed using surplus plywood painted 
with surplus outdoor paint.  Because of 
plywood and the paint these planters are 
not intended for growing edibles.  However 
they have important uses as temporary 
locations for seedling edibles and orna-
mental plants waiting for permanent loca-
tions.  Initially they were filled with three 
levels of compost – fine, medium and 
coarse.  They are lasagna gardens in con-
tainers. 
 
Half barrels will grow just about anything you want, edible or ornamental.  Sweet potato 
vines make great “spillers” with dracaena  as “thriller”.  Fillers can be annual ornamentals 
that attract pollinators.  Next year I plan on patterning with ten two-hole concrete blocks 
that languish out back.  I think that herbs or strawberries might work. We shall see.  
 
MAINTAINING SOIL FERTILITY SEASONALLY AND “FOREVER”? 
Food crops make big demands.  Soil needs to be reenergized on an annual basis, or even 
more frequently if we do succession planting.  One of the best ways of doing this is to devel-
op our own composting system.  If this is not possible then purchased amendments are 
readily available.  Some garden centres may even offer custom blends of compost for our 
growing pleasure. 
 
THE JOYS OF THRIFTY BED BUILDING 
A Garden doesn't need huge amounts of money poured into it.  Nor does it need to look like 
a magazine picture full of expensive landscaping material.  A little imagination, ingenuity, 
knowhow and a handy-spouse can supply a family with vegetables for a sizable portion of 
the year for the price of a few seed packets and bit of manual labour, at the same time cre-
ating a gorgeous environment.  If you save your own seeds the financial input is even less 
and helps to preserve our future heritage varieties.  You get to experience satisfaction and 
pride every time you sit at the table or survey your domain.  Plus you know exactly what 
went into each mouthful.  Talk about win-win! 

Recycled 6x6 and painted plywood planters 
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Asparagus Beetles 

Diane McClymont Peace  
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
Asparagus (Asparagus officinalis) is one of the few perennial edibles you can successfully 
grow in your garden.  It needs at least 6 hours of sunlight, healthy fertile soil and a bit of 
patience because you need to wait at least three years until the roots have established.  You 
can begin to cut spears when they are finger width and up to 15-20 cm tall.  After that, let 
the spears elongate into ferns, which can get to over a metre tall. 
 
Asparagus is susceptible to damage by asparagus beetles.  Adults overwinter in plant debris 
that may be left in your garden or nearby.  As soon as asparagus tips appear, adults emerge 
and feed on the spears and the tips of the buds.  The first asparagus beetle to appear is the 
Common Asparagus Beetle, Crioceris asparagi.  It is about ½ cm long.  Its back is black with 
six white spots.  The sides of the back and the thorax are red.  They lay black eggs on the 
spears.  The larvae, which are white with black heads hatch in about a week and join the 
adults feeding both on the spears and the ferns as they elongate.  We usually see the first 
adults in mid-May.  The easiest way to control them is to look for the black eggs and scrape 
them off with a finger or glove.  The larvae and adults can be hand-picked and dropped into 
a jar of soapy water.  There can be multiple generations per season and if they are not con-
trolled they can significantly damage the plants.  Even with control, we can see beetles into 
early July.  Damage causes the spears to bend like a shepherd’s crook.   
 
The second species to appear, usually a few weeks after the Common Asparagus Beetle, is 
the Spotted Asparagus Beetle, Crioceris duodecimpunctata.  The adults are bright red-
orange with about a dozen black spots on their backs.  They are about the same size as the 
first species.  The eggs are laid on the spears and are difficult to see because they are green.  
The larvae are orange.  Both the larvae and adults tend to feed on the asparagus berries and 
are not quite as destructive.  They can be controlled in the same way as the Common Aspar-
agus Beetle. 

 
Apparently there is a tiny (less than ¼ cm) metallic green wasp, Tetrastichus asparagi, that 
can parasitize asparagus beetle eggs but I have never seen them. 

SONNET FOR AN  
AUTUMN GARDEN  

Judith Cox  
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

This morning breaks like glass upon the 
ground. 
A bird that swoops and swings to catch a fly 
With feathers on a pumpkin blossom 
bound 
Looks up to see the shards of morning sky. 
An autumn nip is colouring the trees 
The carrots sweeten, beets and leaves are 
red 
And pots of water boil, prepare to freeze 
The bounty of the garden’s bursting bed. 
A fresh surprise of sunshine lights the kale 
And twinkles on the edges of the corn. 
A deep breath in and slowly to exhale, 
The light will fade; a garden is reborn. 
With autumn breezes, leaves and shots of 
red 
The winter comes and puts us all to bed. 

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). 

Crioceris asparagi 
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Crioceris duodecimpunctata 
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NOTES ON BROCCOLINI 
Edythe Falconer 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
I came across a cell pack of broccolini quite 
by accident.  It's fun to try new things so I 
purchased a pack and headed home to my 
computer.  On Wikipedia I found the fol-
lowing: 

 It is similar to broccoli but with smaller 
florets on long slim stalks (That was not 
evident at the time of purchase). 

 It is a hybrid of broccoli and kai-lan that 
is annual or biennial. 

 All parts of the plant but the roots can 
be eaten and the taste is a combination 
of broccoli and asparagus. 

 It can be steamed, stir fried or eaten 
raw and is high in Vitamin C and offers a 
respectable amount of other vitamins 
and minerals. 

 It offers 35 calories per serving. 
 
From this summer's experience I learned: 

 That it's pretty much pest free, 

 It grew well despite the drought, 

 It is good looking and structurally inter-
esting, 

 It needs to harvested a handful at a 
time on a regular basis, 

 The most tender shoots can be snapped 
off and new shoots will continue to ap-
pear,  

 I love the taste of it barely cooked and 
slightly buttered,  

 That this is a plant that I want to grow 
every year! 

Plant labels - can be made from the cut up slats of old venetian blinds, cut up yoghurt 

pots, old popsicle sticks. 


