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The Squash Family – Cucurbitae  

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
How far back can most of us trace our family roots?  Likely not as far back as 2000 years.  
However, that’s the span of time the squash family has been around, all the while helping 
feed humans and our hungry mammal relatives.  Although native to the Andes and Mesoa-
merica this family is quite adaptable.  Today it is grown around the world and provides valu-
able nutrition in the form of squash, pumpkin, zucchini, watermelon, muskmelon, canta-
loupe, honeydews, and gourds – the latter less for eating, more for containing and deco-
rating.    

In the not too distant past in North America it became well known as one of the sisters in 
the hit trio of squash, beans and corn.  It was a major staple in indigenous agriculture, 
providing fruit, seeds, oil, edible petals and material for utensils.  The fruit is an excellent 
source of vitamins A and C and can be dished up in many forms both sweet and savory.  
 
Savvy shoppers check dates to maturity, mature size, and health of transplants.  For exam-
ple, zone 5a maturity dates can vary from 50 days to 62 (cucumbers), 76-80 (cantaloupe), 
70-80 (watermelon), 65 – 120 (pumpkin) and 75-100 (squash), depending on whether seeds 
were started indoors or sown directly later on.  As usual weather will also affect maturity 
dates.  
 
Mostly the family sports vines with tendrils, although there are some non-vine types, C. 
pepo, C. maxima, for example.  Squash vines bear both female and male flowers in a ratio of 
10 to 20 male flowers for every one female.  Knowing the difference is important if you find 
yourself called upon to assist in the pollination process.  The male flower has a longish stem 
with no bulge while the female flower has a short stem with a little bulb at the base.  The 
female produces the fruit.  Hand pollination can be achieved by brushing pollen from male 
to female blossom. 
 
Wherever you choose to plant seedlings you want to aim for full sun.  Slightly acid, fertile, 
well-composted and well-drained soil will keep this family of heavy feeders going strong.  
Watering at the base of the plant will discourage powdery mildew on the leaves.  The 
squash family does well in old car tires set on a compost pile or an enriched one-foot-deep 
pothole.  The tires provide extra warmth.  Plant more seeds than needed and then pick 
three or four of the strongest for the long haul.  
 
We can seed direct after May 24 or start seeds indoors in mid-April.  While the seedlings get 
established spinach, radish, lettuce or cress can be under planted.  Once vines start to 
lengthen heavier fruits must be supported in improvised slings.  Or you can let them roam 
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What’s not to love about lavender?  
 
Consider its many practical uses.  It’s used 
in oils, creams and lotions, dried for tea, 
enjoyed for its fragrance and even added in 
baking and chocolate making.  Its flowers 
are lovely fresh in the garden or dried for 
indoors.  
 
It also happens to be a tough, sturdy plant 
that is easy to grow in the Ottawa area, 
despite the high summer humidity here.  
Lavender doesn’t like its roots wet, clay soil 
or a lot of humidity.  It prefers drier, sandy 
soil with plenty of space between the 
plants to allow for good air circulation.  
 
With a little care and planted in a hot, dry 
area of the garden, it requires minimal 
attention.  It’s likely guaranteed therefore 
to please the lazy gardener.  
 
Any gardeners interested in growing laven-
der should be aware that some kinds are 
better suited to the Ottawa area than oth-
ers. The English lavender (Lavandula augus-
tifolia) generally overwinters well in Otta-
wa, especially if the roots are covered with 
mulch, chopped straw or shredded leaves 
in the fall to protect the plant from varia-
tions in winter temperatures.  Just remem-
ber to remove this blanket of protection– 
whatever you use– in spring to encourage 
new growth and reduce the risk of rot or 
disease.  
 
Favorite English lavenders include Mun-
stead for its sweet fragrance and Hidcote 
for its color– deep purple.  English laven-
ders, if tended, have a lifespan of about 
seven to twelve years.  
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free if you have enough space, starting them in hugels or compost piles.  Some miniature 
members of the family can be grown successfully in large pots. 
 
If you are starting any of the squash family from seed you need to plant them 30.5 cm apart 
in hills 90-183cm apart and offset.  If the ground has not already warmed the seeds will not 
germinate.  
 
Burning old vines in the fall (fire regulations permitting) and practicing crop rotation will 
help to prevent outbreaks of pests and diseases.  

Radishes may ward off flea beetles and tansy may discourage squash bugs.  Additional com-
panions include vining nasturtiums, marigolds, sunflowers, goldenrod, buckwheat and cat-
nip.  Radishes are best sown between squash plants before they vine up. 
 
There is summer squash – scallop, straight neck, crook-
neck. Winter squash ripens on bush or vine.  Acorn, 
butternut, butter cup, pepper squash, hubbard, pump-
kin, spaghetti squash and vegetable marrow are all win-
ter squash.  Most winter squash stores quite well over 
winter.  Harvest when stems are dry and shriveled.  
Leave 5-7.5cm of stem attached.  If the stem/fruit join is 
damaged rot may result. 
 
BASIC RULES FOR HOSTING THIS FAMILY 

 Seeds won’t germinate cold and wet. Start in-
doors or when soil has warmed. This family loves full sun. 

 These heavy feeders need deep holes filled with compost, manure and soil. 

 All require a lot of water. Apply at the base and not on the leaves. 

 Vining types require lots of space vertically or horizontally. 

 Soil should be mulched or planted with cover crops.  

 Vining types will need to be trimmed back from time to time. 

 Transplants should not be left in flats. However if delay is unavoidable – place flats in 
semi-shade and water faithfully.  

 
I have not mentioned the beauty factor.  Yes, the blossoms can be eaten, male blossoms not 
female, and don’t consume all of the male blossoms.  Left alone they are lovely as an orna-
mental aspect of our gardens.  So are the vines.  Space prevents most of us from growing all 
of these wonderful plants in the same year but we can do one or two per annum – for beau-
ty and utility!  

 
Plan now for 2017. Choose which member of the squash family that you would like to host 
and dedicate a sunny spot in your garden.  Then lavish the area with compost and/or well-
rotted manure late in October. Voila!  You are now ready to sow seeds indoors in mid-April 
and/or on site in late May!  

Growing lavender from seed is a slow, ar-
duous and not always successful process.  
Most people opt instead to buy young 
plants in pots from a nursery or farmer’s 
market, or to start their own plants from 
clippings.  Spring planting is ideal to give 
time for the roots to become established 
before winter.  
 
When first planted, lavender plants will 
need frequent watering until they become 
established.  As the plants grow older, the 
soil should be allowed to dry out between 
plantings.  With its origins in the Mediterra-
nean, it thrives in drought conditions.  Con-
tinual watering is discouraged for mature 
lavender plants and potentially a threat.  
 
Happily, lavender is a low maintenance 
plant throughout the summer months in 
our region.  Adding to its curb appeal, polli-
nating insects will be attracted to it, includ-
ing bees and butterflies. 
 
Fortunately too, it has few pests or diseas-
es to complicate a busy gardener’s life.  For 
any gardener looking for a plant that is gen-
erally trouble free, lavender is a good 
choice.  
 
The only maintenance required of the Eng-
lish lavender is a seasonal pruning.  Re-
member to remove about one third of its 
foliage around frost time.  That’s easy to 
do. Just gather the plant in one hand and 
use the other to trim it with a pair of seca-
teurs.  Avoid cutting its woody base.  This 
part of the plant forms the new growth the 
following year.  
 
While the English lavenders grow well as 
perennials in Ottawa, the attractive Spanish 
lavender (Lavandula stoechas) is a Zone 8 
plant that survives only as an annual here 
in the Ottawa region.  
 
With its interesting pointed head and two-
toned color, Spanish lavender is also wor-
thy of consideration in any Ottawa garden, 
or used as an annual in a pot or container. 
Just be aware that it is a seasonal plant that 
will not overwinter in our Zone 4.  
 
Also be aware that if you cook or bake with 
lavender, a little goes a long way.  Just a 
pinch of the dried flower in a batch of 
shortbread cookies, served with a cold 
glass of lavender lemonade is, well, quite 
divine.  
 
Really, you’ve just got to love lavender.  

BASIC RULES FOR STORING WINTER SQUASH 

 Squash is ready for winter storage when tapping the shell sounds “hollow”. 

 This is likely to be around the time of the first frost.  

 Squash should be clean and free of plant parts other than the stem.  

 Leave 5-7.5cm of stem firmly attached (Don’t pick them up by the stem!). 

 Store winter squash in a cool, dry and well-ventilated area. 

 Winter squash can be stored for up to six months. This has been my experience with 
pumpkins, acorn squash and butternuts. However 3 or4 months is more common.  

 Squash with blemishes and/or damage should be used as soon as possible as they 
will not keep well.  

 Constantly monitor conditions. 

SQUASH VINE BORERS – remove the borer and bandage the wound - cover with soil.  Cut 

away damaged vines. See July 2015 for additional information 
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Dragonflies 

Dale Odorizzi  
Master Gardener of Lanark County   

 
Dragonflies do not have real beneficial insect status to the Edible Garden but they defini-
tively are beneficial to the Edible Gardener. 
 

Dragonflies and their relatives are an ancient group 
with the oldest fossils dating back 325 million years.  
It is an insect belonging to the order Odonata, subor-
der Anisoptera (Greek for uneven wing).  In 2010, 
there were over 3000 species, classified in 348 gene-
ra in 11 families. 
 
They are heavy-bodied, strong-flying insects that 
hold their wings horizontally in flight and at rest.  By 
contrast, Damselflies have slender bodies, fly more 
weakly and fold their wings over the abdomen when 

stationary. 
 
Dragonflies start off life in water.  The nymphs vary in form depending on species and are 
loosely classed as claspers, sprawlers, hiders and burrowers.  These beauties are predators.  
In their aquatic larval stage, when they are known as nymphs or naiads, they dine on the 
larva of insects that breed in the water, especially mosquitos, fresh water invertebrates and 
the larger ones even prey on tadpoles and small fish.  They can spend a few years in this 
larval stage, living in fresh water.  The adults may be on the wing for just a few days or 
weeks.  They are fast agile fliers and on a summer evening can be seen buzzing around the 
yard, picking off mosquitos, gnats and other flying pests. A large prey item is subdued by 
being bitten on the head and carried by the legs to a perch.  The wings are discarded and 
the prey is ingested, usually head first.  
   
Maybe because these insects have been around such a long time, many myths have 
emerged.  These are Dragonflies: 

 Live just one day—In fact, they live for months or years, if you count their entire life  
cycle. 

 Sting—Not even close too true. 

 Sew your mouth shut—People perpetuate this myth by referring to them as “Devil’s 
Darning Needles”.  Kids are often told that if you tell a lie, the dragonfly will sew your 
mouth shut. 

 Harass horses—They may fly around horses or cattle to improve the odds of catching 
a bug. 

 Are Evil—From Germany to England, people have associated dragon flies with the 
devil giving them nicknames like “water witch”, “hobgoblin fly” and “devils horse “. 

 
Considering their beauty and the number of mosquitoes they consume, both as nymphs 
when they eat mosquito larvae and adults when they catch them in flight, the nickname I 
prefer to use is “mosquito hawk”. 
 
One of my most amazing dragonfly moments came while watching birds one evening.  The 
Deer Flies were buzzing around my head when all of a sudden a tiny golden dragonfly 
swooped down and picked one off.  He sat on a blade of grass and preceded to eat a Deer 
Fly that was much bigger than his own head. 

FEMALE AND MALE SQUASH 
FLOWERS 

 

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). 

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 
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Female flower  
notice the elongated bulb at the base of 

the flower. 

Male flower 
The base of the flower is much smaller and 

rounder 

Female Flower 
Has a large orange pistil 

Male flower 
Has a smaller yellow stamen.  A bee is just 

leaving after collecting pollen 
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