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 greenhouse creates a controlled environment in-

dependent of surrounding weather that allows for a 

year-round growing season.  This offers distinct ad-

vantages for each gardening season: protection 

from harsh weather, pest control, precise water and 

fertilizer management, and the ability to extend the 

growing conditions for warmth-loving plants.  

 

Winter in the Greenhouse 

Winter is a quiet time for the garden, but not in my 

greenhouse.  It provides a winter home for many 

plants considered annuals in Zone 5.  I overwinter 

tender perennials, citrus plants, and some fruit 

bushes for early fruit development.  They can still go 

through the cold phase required to trigger growth in 

some plants.  I monitor these plants weekly even 

during very cold weather, checking for signs of 

stress, pest problems, or watering needs.  

 

Watering greenhouse plants biweekly during 

dormant periods and checking their overall condition 

is enjoyable, despite trudging through the snow to 

get to the greenhouse.  At Christmas time, gerani-

ums (Pelargonium) and lobelia (Lobelia) are still 

flowering.  Early blooming tender perennials such as 

azaleas (Rhododendron spp.) reward me with flow-

ers while snow still covers the ground in February.  

They get an early start to the season.  The rock 
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trumpet (Mandevilla) plant provides blooms on sun-

ny winter days when greenhouse temperatures can 

reach around 20ÁC. 

 

The herb containers that I overwinter in the green-

house produce year-round.  Fresh rosemary, pars-

ley, and chives are available throughout the winter.  

The rosemary plant becomes covered with pale 

blue flowers around February and continues bloom-

ing for several months.  The flowers are edible and 

make a perfect addition to culinary dishes. 

 

The lemon tree begins forming fruit during summer, 

and when brought into the greenhouse, the fruit rip-

ens by January.  Having juicy, freshly picked lem-

ons in the middle of winter is an extremely reward-

ing gardening experience.  

 

Spring in the greenhouse 

The late winter months leading into spring is the per-

fect time to start planning what to grow in the green-

house.  I like being able to grow what I like to put on 

my table.  The early preparations for the garden 

beds include mixing the overwintered compost on 

top of the beds into the soil and adding more light 

soil, if needed.  I find that having light workable soil 

in the raised beds is critical for thriving plants.  

 

The process begins in March when the stronger sun 

warms the soil in the raised beds to about 10ÁC. This 

speeds the germination process. 

 

My early crops include leaf and romaine lettuce, mini 

white turnips (Brassica rapa óHakureiô), and onions.  

By mid-May, these cold-loving vegetables are ready 

for harvesting. 

 

Seedlings of warm-season vegetables get started 

Blooming Rosemary   
Penka Matanska  

Overwintering tender perennials   
Penka Matanska  
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indoors in February, giving them a good head start 

for greenhouse transplanting in April.  By then, the 

soil in the greenhouse has warmed up enough for 

planting the seedlings of tomatoes, peppers, and 

cucumbers.  By then, the overwintered greenhouse 

plants can usually be returned to the garden.  This 

frees space for more vegetable planting. 

 

By early June, the nasturtiums (Tropaeolum majus) 

and calendula (Calendula officinalis) that grow year-

round in the greenhouse are covered in blooms that 

persist all summer.  They attract pollinators early in 

the season, helping with fruit formation. 

 

Summer in the Greenhouse  

During the summer months, the greenhouse is used 

extensively for the vegetable beds.  They provide 

early produce with the advantage of a controlled en-

vironment where I can water as needed without wet-

ting their foliage.  This helps with disease control 

and improves crop quality. 

 

Nasturtiums and calendula in summer    
Penka Matanska  

The greenhouse remains open during spring and 

summer, allowing insects to easily access the 

plants for pollination and to ensure fruit formation.  

The heater also functions as a fan to improve air 

circulation and heat management during the hottest 

part of the day.  I also have heat-activated windows 

and doors on both ends of the structure that further 

improve air exchange.  Heat-loving vegetables like 

sweet potatoes, peppers, and cucumbers perform 

best in the greenhouse.  These plants require a 

longer growing season and starting them early while 

harvesting later produces higher yields.  By mid-

September outdoor vegetables begin winding down 

but greenhouse crops continue to produce until late 

October.  For a late harvest, I plant onions and let-

tuce in mid-summer and enjoy these well into win-

ter. 

 

Fall in the greenhouse 

As cold weather approaches, the greenhouse is a 

busy place.  I re-locate the parsley and celery plants 

Warmth-loving veggies    
Penka Matanska  
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Compiled by Amanda Carrigan, Agnieszka 

Keough   

aster Gardeners answer helpline questions. 

Your brown bumps could quite likely be the rea-

son the dogwood is struggling.  It is likely a pest 

Iôve got a dogwood shrub that had several dead 

branches and branches that looked a bit un-

healthy this year.  There didnôt seem to be any-

thing obviously wrong but when I was pruning out 

the unhealthy growth, I noticed a lot of the 

branches seem to have numerous brown bumps 

on them ï sort of like they are covered in lenti-

cels ï which are denser near the lower end of the 

branches.  Is it some sort of disease? 

rather than a disease.  A closer look should tell 

you, but those bumps sound like a case of oys-

tershell scale.  It can affect a variety of orna-

mental trees and shrubs, including dogwood.  

These scales are sap-sucking insects which 

can be hard to treat, as the adults protect them-

selves from predators and pesticides by living 

under a hard shell ï in this case, one that looks 

like an oyster shell.  The new young scales are 

mobile (known as the crawler stage), and hatch 

in June.  This stage only lasts a week or so.  

This is their most vulnerable time, and the 

stage when treatments are most effective, so 

monitor closely. 

 

As far as treatment goes, your aim is to reduce 

the number of scales as much as possible.  

Pruning out and disposing of heavily infected 

branches is one option.  On a small shrub, 

manual removal (i.e. scraping/rubbing them off 

gently without damaging the bark) may be pos-

sible.  During the dormant season, treating with 

dormant oil may smother some of the adult 

scales.  During the short crawler stage, and be-

fore the scales have fully matured, a horticultur-

al oil or insecticidal soap treatment can help 

Oystershell scale on dogwood stem    
Amanda Carrigan  

from my outdoor vegetable patch to the greenhouse 

around early October. 

 

After harvesting the final vegetables from the raised 

beds in the greenhouse, I remove plant stalks and 

enrich the soil with a layer of compost, allowing it to 

rest during the coldest months of the year. 

 

By late October, all tender perennials and herb con-

tainers are positioned in the greenhouse.  Water 

barrels, which double as heat sinks, are filled, and 

the heater is installed. 

 

Most plants continue blooming for another month. 

The eucalyptus tree (Eucalyptus populnea), hardy to 

zone 9, overwinters happily in the greenhouse, as 

does the Thuja occidentalis óGolden Globe' cedar 

pot. 

 

Sitting in the greenhouse, smelling fresh greenery 

and enjoying flower blooms when it is snowing out-

side has proven to be a very fulfilling garden activity.   

The plants look happy and well-tended.  With dedi-

cation and a relatively modest investment, I enjoy 

gardening year-round in my backyard.  r  
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At this point, what you can do for the but-

tonbush is protect it and reduce stresses ï get 

the roots covered and take steps to make sure 

the shrub wonôt lean any farther over and up-

root more before spring.  If possible, try to gen-

tly tug the buttonbush upright as much as you 

can right away rather than waiting until spring. 

This may help with the exposed roots.  You 

can finish straightening it in spring, if needed.  

Do some pruning on the low side to reduce the 

weight so it is less likely to want to tip that way.  

In addition, you could try getting a good solid 

stake or two into the ground a little way from 

the uprooted side of the plant, and tether it to 

keep it from leaning any further.  

 

Get the exposed roots covered with a good 

layer (10-15 cm or so, if possible) of soil or 

compost and mulch on top of that.  This will 

protect the roots and add weight to that side, 

as well as insulating the roots from freeze-

thaw cycles, which can further uproot and ex-

pose them.  If you canôt get the shrub staked 

for support, you could add a weight (such as a 

board with a large rock on top) over the 

mulched roots and/or put a support under the 

shrub stems to prevent further leaning.  

I have a large buttonbush that got partly uproot-

ed in the late fall ï the leaves were still on it 

when we had heavy snow and ice, and their 

weight caused the shrub to lean so far over that 

the roots started coming out of the ground on 

the opposite side, and some of them are ex-

posed.  I donôt want to risk losing it (the bees 

love it so much), so Iôm reluctant to fully dig it up 

and replant it before spring, but I donôt want to 

just leave it like that.  What would be the best 

thing to do? 

reduce the population.  Hosing the plant off with 

water, if it can be done without damaging the plant, 

may assist too. 

 

 
Nancy McDonald  

This is the final article of our insect series.  Mary 

Crawford and I have enjoyed researching and 

sharing information about garden insects.  We 

have encouraged you to observe your garden 

and recognise that most insects are harmless and 

vital for a healthy ecosystem.  This article shares 

tips from Master Gardeners that support the in-

sect populations through many eco-friendly gar-

den practices.  

eaving the leaves 

Rebecca Last plants closely together and utilizes 

plants such as groundcovers as living mulch.  She 

also leaves fallen leaves and dead flowers in the 

garden during winter to provide nesting sites for 

overwintering insects such as bumblebee queens, 

moths, butterflies as well as feeding the birds.  

 

Maryanne Ambroziak ensures all natural materials 

stay on her property and limits soil disruption, 

which helps insects thrive and builds a richer un-

Seedheads and stems left to benefit overwintering 

garden visitors   
Rebecca Last 
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derground ecosystem through dying and decaying 

plant material.  By rarely disturbing the soil, she 

further safeguards the billions of microorganisms 

crucial to the vital but hidden ecosystem that sup-

ports plant health. 

 

Research published in March this year by entomol-

ogists Max Ferlauto and Karin Burghardt examined 

the impact of leaf removal on overwintering benefi-

cial insects.  Over two years, they focused on one-

square-metre study sites, some with leaves and 

others bare.  The areas with leaves provided habi-

tat for almost 2,000 emerging insects and spiders. 

Where the leaves were removed, the abundance of 

emerging butterflies and moths was reduced by 

almost 45%.  You may enjoy reading Margaret 

Roachôs interview with Max Ferlauto in this link: cal-

culating the impact of leaving the leaves, with max 

ferlauto - A Way To Garden 

 

Embracing Bugs 

Often when the gardener stays out of the way, na-

ture provides its own biocontrols with no pesticides 

needed.  What you may see as pests, such as slugs, 

Judith Cox instead views as an important part of the 

food chain for birds, frogs, and toads.  She controls 

aphid numbers by growing flowering tobacco 

(Nicotiana spp.).  Aphids are attracted to these 

plants and their sticky stems become effective natu-

ral traps.  She plants flowers such as sweet alyssum 

(Alyssum spp.) to attract aphid predators like para-

sitic wasps.  By selecting flowers that offer accessi-

ble nectar and pollen, she promotes beneficial insect 

populations, thereby enhancing natural biocontrol 

within her garden. 

 

Maryanne Ambroziak has added a native plant bor-

der on one side of her vegetable garden, utilizing 

plants that attract pollinators, native predator in-

sects, and birds.  She tracks insect activity and toler-

ates minor plant damage since it rarely kills plants.  

Why not regard holes in leaves as evidence of a 

great food web?  

 

Integrated pest management practices like row co-

vers, delayed planting and crop rotation are increas-

ingly preferred over the use of chemicals.  It is all 

about recognizing we need some of the ñpestsò to 

entice the predators to our gardens and keep it in 

balance. 

 

Provide Food and Water  

It is important to provide beneficial insects with food 

sources from spring to fall.  Ask yourself if your gar-

den is providing these food sources and, if not, plan 

to make additions next year.  As an example, mon-

archs rely on more than milkweeds.  Late-season 

flowers like asters and goldenrods are vital energy 

sources for their migration.  Shrubs such as choke-

berry, viburnum, dogwood, and elderberry supply 

winter berries for birds and, in other seasons, flow-

ers that feed beneficial insects. 

 

Visitors frequently come to my gardenôs water 

sources, including birdbaths and shallow dishes 

where stepping stones provide safe access for tiny 

insect visitors.  Robins bathe.  Other birds perch at 

The beauty of leaves   
Rebecca Last 

https://awaytogarden.com/calculating-the-impact-of-leaving-the-leaves-with-max-ferlauto/
https://awaytogarden.com/calculating-the-impact-of-leaving-the-leaves-with-max-ferlauto/
https://awaytogarden.com/calculating-the-impact-of-leaving-the-leaves-with-max-ferlauto/
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ing them to confusedly fly in circles not knowing 

what is up or down.  ALAN leads to reduced pollina-

tion by nocturnal pollinators such as moths.  They 

are less likely to visit lit areas so their foraging and 

mating activities are disrupted.  

 

Waterwise gardening was necessary this summer.  

Collect rainwater in barrels, redirect downspouts to 

gardens, and use drip irrigation or soaker hoses to 

minimize runoff and conserve water.  Watering is 

best done early or late in the day, and mulches help 

retain moisture.  During droughts, you might need to 

find unconventional water sources.  Catherine Disley 

used cuttings like Canada Golden Rod and other 

"weedy plants" to mulch her nursery bed of winter-

sown natives, effectively conserving moisture. 

 

Community and Native Plants Connection 

Adair Heuchan finds her abundant garden of native 

plants is attracting more native bees (including 

the edge.  Chipmunks, squirrels, skunks, and rac-

coons drink, which may prevent them from digging 

bulbs for moisture.  Changing the water daily and 

using a motion device helps control mosquitoes and 

attract more birds. 

 

I think I would like to hang out in Catherine Disleyôs 

garden.  In addition to leaving the leaves and com-

posting, she incorporates wood in various forms to 

provide habitat for insects and spiders.  She uses 

upright logs that give visual height to better view 

birds and chipmunks resting there.  

 

Control what you can 

Julianne Labreche considers the night garden as 

well as the day garden and tries to keep the gar-

dens in darkness when safe to do so by turning off 

unnecessary outside lights.  Research shows artifi-

cial lights at night (ALAN) can disorient insects that 

normally rely on the sky horizon for navigation lead-

Cuttings used as mulch  
Catherine Disley 

Upright logs habitat  
Catherine Disley 
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Heather A. Clemenson 

uttonbush (Cephalanthus occidentalis) is also 

commonly called button willow or honey plant.  The 

name óhoney plantô was derived from its commercial 

use by beekeepers, who used this shrub as a 

source of pollen and nectar for their honeybees.  

The name, Cephalanthus, comes from Greek words 

ñheadò (kephale) and ñflowerò (anthos) a reference to 

the round shape of the flowers. 

 

Indigenous peoples made use of the bark for medici-

nal purposes, boiling the bark to produce washes for 

eyes and medicine for stomach and inflammatory 

ailments.  Chewing the bark was also said to help 

Buttonbush Flower    
Rebecca Last  

ground nesting ones), wasps, beetles, flies, birds, 

and hummingbirds.  She rightly points out that her 

garden is a small piece of a large corridor of gar-

dens in Ottawa.  

 

Our gardens can become part of a larger ecosys-

tem of connected neighbourhood gardens. Increas-

ing native plants in our gardens is beneficial as they 

are adapted to local conditions and, once estab-

lished, have reduced needs for water and fertiliza-

tion.  Native plants support pollinators, which in turn 

provide food for birds visiting our gardens.  

 

A variety of plants contributes to the balance within 

the garden ecosystem.  The presence of a variety 

of plants, including natives, attracts more beneficial 

insects and predators, supports pest control, and 

improves soil structure through varied root systems.  

This allows greater aeration and water infiltration, 

while diversifying soil microorganisms.  Greater 

plant diversity boosts resilience against extreme 

weather events and disease outbreaks.  

 

In Conclusion 

Thor Hansonôs Close to Home, The Wonders of 

Nature Just Outside Your Door (2025) suggests. 

ñif you want to see more when you go out in nature, 

donôt take field guides, take a child.  Borrow one if 

you need toé. Children see more in nature be-

cause they have yet to develop the full suite of fil-

ters that all of us rely on to block out information.ò    

I know grandchildren and great-grandchildren have 

aided my garden visitor discoveries. 

 

It is important to observe all garden visitorsð in-

sects, spiders, birds, mammals, and humansðto 

understand their roles in the ecosystem.  I watch 

which creatures visit my plants, including chip-

munks eating strawberries, and question if less-

visited plants, such as my early blooming Daphne 

shrubs, adds value to the ecosystem?  By observ-

ing and making informed choices, one can help cre-

ate a thriving ecosystem that offers life's essentials 

to its visitors, all while we gardeners appreciate its 

beauty.  r 
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relieve toothaches.  However, while the bark has 

useful properties if prepared and used correctly, 

every part of buttonbush contains cephalanthin, a 

toxin that can cause vomiting, convulsions, and pa-

ralysis in humans, livestock and pets, particularly 

dogs. 

 

Description:   

Buttonbush is native throughout North America.  It 

is a deciduous wetland shrub found in low-lying 

ditches, bogs and marshes as well as along the 

edges of rivers, streams and ponds and is some-

times used for erosion control along shorelines.  It 

is a fast-growing but short-lived multi-stemmed 

shrub that reaches a height and width of three me-

tres. It has a somewhat rounded and irregular 

shape. 

 

Buttonbush needs full sun to part shade and prefers 

moist or even wet soil.  It will grow in most soil 

types, though it is intolerant of alkalinity.  

 

The young stems are green and four sided, turning 

brown at maturity.  Its stem bases are usually swol-

len.  The buttonbush is among the last native 

shrubs to leaf out in the spring.  The leaves are 

dark green, lance shaped (18 cm long and 8 cm 

wide) and glossy, opposite or whorled on the stem.  

The native shrub leaves have no exceptional fall 

colour, ranging from a yellow to dull brown, though 

the leaves generally look good to the end of the 

season. 

 

The main attraction of this shrub is the eye-catching 

flowers.  It blooms on new wood in late summer, 

from July through to August.  The creamy white flo-

ral spheres, about 2.5 to 3.8 cm in diameter, con-

tain many small, fragrant, tubular flowers tightly 

packed together.  The long styles on each flower 

protrude beyond the four anthers and give the over-

all impression of a pincushion or starburst.  The 

flowers are attached by long stalks or peduncles 

(2.5 to 6 cm) to the ends of branches and some-

times along the shoots.  Pollinated flowers produce 

reddish-brown nutlets that mature from August 

through to November and can remain on the shrub 

throughout the winter.  

 

The buttonbush is pollinated by insects, such as 

bees and butterflies.  Cross-pollination from another 

buttonbush produces viable seeds, while self-

pollinated plants can produce nutlets, but the seeds 

are usually non-viable.  

 

Maintenance:  

Buttonbush does not tolerate drought conditions 

and will require additional watering if the soil dries 

out.  Like most plants buttonbush can benefit from a 

late winter or early spring application of a slow-

release granular fertilizer.  

 

This shrub is generally considered low mainte-

nance, though if left untamed it has an irregular 

form and can look rather ragged.  Remove any 

dead, diseased, or broken branches as needed at 

any time.  As it blooms on new wood, buttonbush 

can be hard pruned in the late winter or early spring 

while dormant and fashioned into good shape.  It 

spreads via suckers that can be easily removed. 

 

Pests and Diseases: 

Sap sucking insects such as leafhoppers, thrips and 

lygus bugs (tarnished plant bugs) sometimes can 

be found on buttonbush leaves.  Buttonbush gall 

mites can cause pink bumps (galls) on the leaves.  

In addition, the caterpillars of several moth species 

including various sphinx moths, the smeared dag-

ger moth and the promethea moth are known to eat 

the leaves.  Brown leaf spots can also develop, 
Buttonbush leaves fall colour    
Heather A. Clemenson  
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ñI love planting. I love digging holes, put-

ting plants in, tapping them in. And I love 

weeding, but I donôt like tidying up the 

garden afterwards. ñ- Jamaica Kincaidð

writer 

he Comfort of Crows is not a book about crows 

per se, nor about ornithology.  Itôs a compilation of 

reflections on the natural world and living a fulfilled 

life in your later years.  The various settings in the 

book are the authorôs backyard, her neighbourhood, 

 

Shelley Pelkey 

The Comfort of Crows ï A Backyard Year  

Author: Margaret Renkl 

Publisher: Spiegel & Grau, 2024 

ISBN-10 : 1954118465 

ISBN-13 : 978-1954118461 
 

Cover of The Comfort of Crows   
Shelley Pelkey 

though repeated outbreaks can be reduced by clean-

ing up and bagging all dead leaves in the fall.  How-

ever, as these potential pests and diseases tend to 

do little long-term damage to the shrub, their impact 

is mainly cosmetic.  

 

Garden Use:  

The buttonbush is an ornamental shrub with year-

round interest.  It is useful for low wet areas in a gar-

den or even in shallow standing water.  If planted as 

a thicket it can provide a dense hedge.  As noted 

above, the leaves are host to the larval stage for 

several moths, and the flowers are a food source for 

many pollinating insects including many types of 

bees and butterflies such as swallowtail, monarchs 

and painted ladies.  Also, many beetles and ruby-

throated hummingbirds are attracted by the flowers.  

The nutlets provide winter food for a variety of song-

birds, including cardinals, robins and bluejays and, if 

close to a water source waterfowls also eat nutlets 

that fall into the water.  The shrub is known to pro-

vide nesting sites for a variety of birds such as red-

winged blackbirds, flycatchers and song sparrows.  

 

If the native variety of buttonbush is too large for 

your garden, there is a widely available cultivar 

called buttonbush óSugar Shackô that grows to half 

the height and width from 1.75 to 2 metres.  The cul-

tivar also has more fall colour and the nutlets are 

red.  

 

This past spring we bought two young native but-

tonbush shrubs and planted them in a sunny area 

near a ditch at the back of our property in Greely.  

They probably will not flower for one or two years 

after planting, until the roots are firmly established. 

However, we are sure that it will be well worth the 

wait in the long run.  r  
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and the small remote cabin of a friend.  The short 

three-to-six-page chapters follow the seasons and 

encapsulate a year of thoughtful observation and 

introspection.  Part memoir, part commentary, part 

poetry, it takes the reader through a year of reflec-

tion, with eyes open to the little things that most of 

the world neglects to notice. 

 

The author, Margaret Renkl, is a graduate of Au-

burn University and the University of South Caroli-

na.  She has worked as a teacher, a poet, the 

founder of a literary magazine and a freelance writ-

er.  She is currently a weekly contributing opinion 

writer for the New York Times on nature, politics 

and culture.  This is her third book.  She is the 

mother of grown children and has been a lifelong 

gardener.  She is based in Nashville, Tennessee. 

 

Accompanying each chapter is an image that is 

original and vibrant, yet static and dreamlike, beau-

tifully rendered by her brother, Billy Renkl.  These 

images are arresting in a way that makes you ex-

amine them thoroughly.  They possess the intricacy 

and atmosphere that sets the stage for a slow and 

purposeful approach to reading the chapter that fol-

lows. 

 

She writes about crows, because it was the first bird 

she saw on a particular New Yearôs Day, but she 

also writes about the flora and fauna around her: 

foxes, snakes, opossums, bees, butterflies, frogs, 

even a gray spider that spins a web in her home 

office between the leaves of an orchid and her desk 

lamp.  She writes about a worm composter that she 

maintains at the end of her writing desk.  This may 

sound eccentric, but her writing is thoughtful and 

timely, interwoven with thoughts on the local im-

pacts of climate change and on her love of wildflow-

ers and native trees.  

 

As she embarks on what she calls óthe last third of 

her lifeô, she shares the joys of building a pond, res-

cuing creatures in distress, watching visitors to her 

pollinator garden, and thumbing through garden 

catalogues.  She reflects on memories from her 

childhood, on motherhood and on the stages of life 

that bring change and with it, new challenges. 

 

Tip: Dried seed heads, pinecones and branches 

can be harvested from the gardenfor the holiday 

season.  Paint them gold or silver, or the colour 

of your choice.  Add a little glitter to make lovely 

decorations for Christmas.  Boughs cut from ev-

ergreensðspruce, fir, cedar, yew and hollyðcan 

be used for wreaths and swags and bring a little 

of the forest scent in-doors. Berries can add a 

touch of bright colour. 

Nuggets of wisdom can be found throughout, such 

as: ñThe only cure for homesickness is to expand 

the definition of homeò.  There are lovely poetic 

turns of phrase such as ñLife is an unfolding that 

responds to the cues of seasonal change, but for 

our purposes it is also suspended in an everlasting 

present.ò and ñWind in a pine tree is a hushing 

schoolteacher, her finger to her lips.ò 

 

While reading The Comfort of Crows, I came 

across many thoughts and observations that rang 

true in the way a close friendôs words might remind 

you how much you delight in their company be-

cause they think like you do and they draw your at-

tention to things you both enjoy and appreciate.  

The author clearly loves the natural world, and she 

shares her knowledge of it and ponders why its in-

habitants behave as they do.  She is one of the self-

described ñbeauty-besottedò, reminding the reader 

to take time to notice.  

 

This book is not a page-turner, the type that you 

canôt put down.  It is one to be savoured, in small 

bites.  If you choose to read The Comfort of 

Crows, you will find it provides a brief but deeply 

insightful, and at times humorous, glimpse into the 

everyday life of a nature lover.  It is an antidote to a 

busy and complex world.  The chapters are the per-

fect length for a bedtime read, before turning off the 

light. 

 

This is a work that I will return to again in the future, 

hoping I have forgotten just enough so the ideas will 

seem fresh yet familiar, like an old friend retelling 

stories from a shared and cherished past.  r 
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can grow to a height of approximately one metre.  

The stems can be round or square shaped.  The 

leaves are toothed, lance-shaped, and opposite.  

Small, green or brown, male and female flowers 

cluster in the leaf axils.  Their light seeds are distrib-

uted by the wind, and nettles also spread by rhi-

zomes.  Nettles are highly adaptable and flourish in 

a range of sites and conditions, including waste 

ground, along roadsides, woodland edges, and in 

the garden.  They prefer moist, light soils, and are 

considered an indicator of rich, fertile ground.    

 

Stinging nettles are often overlooked until one 

brushes against the leaves or stems, which bear 

specialised defensive hairs, called trichomes.  On 

contact, the hair tip breaks off and acts as a hypo-

dermic needle to inject a mix of toxins.  In the past, 

this was thought to consist of formic acid.  Although 

formic acid is present, the toxin now recognised to 

be primarily histamine is acetylcholine and seroto-

 
Belinda Boekhoven 

hat would you say to a plant that grows easily, 

can be used as food, medicine, and even produces 

fibre?  Wouldnôt you want it in your garden?  If you 

do not mind that it also defends itself vigorously, you 

could be a fan of the stinging nettle!  Despite its rep-

utation, the nettle offers many benefits.    

 

Members of the nettle family are distributed across 

six continents, including North America.   

 

Initially, the nettle in North America was identified as 

the European variety (Urtica dioica), with male and 

female flowers on separate plants.  However, recent 

research differentiated the North American nettle 

(Urtica gracilis), as it bears both male and female 

flowers on the same plant. 

 

Stinging nettles in North America are perennial and 

Land Acknowledgement 

Belinda Boekhoven 

 

I live on the unceded territory of the An-

ishinaabe and Algonquin Nations.  Guided by 

their deep traditional knowledge, they have 

always cared for, and lived respectfully with, 

the plants and creatures of this land from time 

immemorial.  I am fairly new to Canada and 

was previously unaware of the history of First 

Nations peoples, their ancient cultures, and 

the threats to their ways of life when others 

arrived on their lands.  

 

As I learn more, I want to share awareness of 

ways to live harmoniously and considerately 

within this land.  When I work in the garden, I 

will endeavour to tend it with care and under-

standing so that it can continue to be part of an 

environment for people, plants and wildlife to 

live and thrive.  This is the foundation for my 

personal journey towards Reconciliation. 

Stinging nettle  
Belinda Boekhoven 








