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Five Things | Wish I’d Been

Told as a Beginner Gardener
I

Lee Ann Smith

Gardening is like life: always something more to
learn and nobody can possibly know everything.
However, there are a few things that | do wish | had
learned a little sooner than | did by using trial and
error. May these tips give you a jump start on your
own gardening experience.

1. A garden is never finished.

It's not static like a painting. A garden is alive; it
grows and changes over time and this is okay. It will
develop with you, as your knowledge increases, as
your tastes change, as your needs evolve. Expect
change. Expect every year to be different than all
the previous years: different weather, different is-
sues dominating, and different plants seeming to
have their best year ever. Even light conditions can
change, when mature trees are lost in a storm or a
four-storey infill is constructed next door.
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The globeflowers—Trollius spp. in my garden had

their best year ever in 2019
Lee Ann Smith

2. Soil is everything.

Know what kind of soil you have. You’ve probably
heard soil described as “sandy” “clay” “silt” or
‘loam.” These describe a soil’s texture, which is de-
termined by the minerals it contains. For most
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plants, the ideal soil texture is loam. Loam is loose
and crumbly, and has a 40%-20%-40% mix of sand,
clay and silt. Loam allows water and air to move
through easily, not too fast or too slow, and for roots
to penetrate without difficulty.

To find out what kind of soil texture you have,
squeeze a handful of moist (not wet) soil in your
hand, then open your fist.

If the soil forms a sticky ball: this is clay. It may be
fertile, but water and roots struggle to move through
it. It does not drain well.

If the soil fails to form a ball and falls apart into light-
coloured particles: this is sandy soil. It has low fer-
tility and does not hold water well enough to support
most plants’ needs.

If the soil forms a smooth ball and feels slick to the
touch: this is silty soil. Although more fertile than
sandy soil, it does not drain well.

If the soil forms a ball that crumbles when you poke
it: this is loam. It is usually darker in colour be-
cause it contains a high level of decayed organic
matter.

There are plants that grow in each type of soil tex-
ture, but what you want to work towards in your gar-
den is loamy soil. You do this by adding compost.
Compost improves drainage in clay and silty soils.

It improves water retention in sand. Plus, in all soil
types— including loam-— it increases the organic mat-
ter used by growing plants.

Compost is the best soil food. Even more than im-
proving soil texture, spreading compost in your gar-
den treats almost all nutrient deficiencies in soil.
Compost is decomposed organic material. It's food
for plants and for the micro-organisms that live in
the soil and help plants access their food. Soil is
alive with beneficial micro-organisms, bacteria and
fungi, all working to feed your plants through their
roots.

Compost can be purchased, or easily homemade

from your garden prunings, fallen leaves and vege-
table scraps. Aim to spread compost once a year,
however it's nearly impossible to overdo it. You can
add some in spring before planting and side-dress
during the growing season, then do a final applica-
tion in the fall. 2.5to 5 cm (one to two inches) at a
time is perfect.

3. Get to know your bugs.

Most bugs are good; just a few need to be man-
aged. If you don’t recognize your insect visitor, don’t
rush to squish it. Take some pictures, research
online or better yet, send your photo to the Master
Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton free help line for
some expert advice.

Native plants are beautiful, easy-care and benefit

pollinators.
Lee Ann Smith

4. Put the right plant in the right place.
Doing this will greatly reduce your maintenance ef-
forts and your frustration level. How do you know if
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a plant is right for your place? First, select plants
for your hardiness zone. Hardiness zones are
based primarily on average regional temperature
ranges. Canada’s zones range from zero to nine,
with subzones “a” and “b.” The higher the zone
number, the more moderate the weather and grow-
ing conditions. The lower the zone number, the
colder the temperature range. Plants tagged with
your zone number or lower will grow reliably in your
average temperature range. Those tagged with
higher numbers are unlikely to survive winter out-
doors

Canada’s Hardiness Zone Map was recently updat-
ed and reflects the impacts of climate change.
Eighty percent of locations in Canada saw an in-
crease in their hardiness zone rating. Ottawa
(Zone 5a) is among the 20% that didn’t change.

Second, give plants the sun they need. There are
three horticultural classifications for sun, and plants
are tagged according to their needs:

° full sun = 6+ hours of direct sun,

° part sun = 4 to 6 hours,

. shade = less than 4 hours.

Don’t guess at this. Observe your yard so you
make sure you don’t burn a plant that wants to be in

shade, or cause sun lovers (like most vegetables)
to wither from lack of bright light.

These plants thrive in part-shade conditions
Lee Ann Smith

5. While there’s no such thing as a no-
maintenance garden, you can have a low-
maintenance garden.

Start by matching your plants to your conditions (see
Tips 2 and 4 above.) This is far easier than trying to
alter your conditions to accommodate plants that
need a warmer zone or different soil or sun exposure
than you have.

Look for plants tagged ‘easy to grow’, ‘drought re-
sistant’ and/or ‘disease resistant’. In particular, seek
out plants native to your area. Natives are beautiful,
beneficial to pollinators and other good bugs, and
are naturally lower maintenance, having adapted
over millennia to your zone.

Finally, plant for the eventual size of the plant. If it
says the plant gets to one metre wide, reserve that
space for it, even though it may take a few years to
fill in. If this empty space bothers you, plant some
annuals in between until the permanent plants ma-
ture. Better yet, plant a native groundcover that will
eliminate the need for mulch.

May these guidelines reduce the trial and error ef-

e

Tip: Many houseplant cuttings can be rooted in
water. Using a sharp knife or secateurs cut a
length of stem about 10 to 15 cm long, just be-
low a node. Remove all but the top 2 or 3
leaves and any flowers or buds. Place in wa-
ter; so that the stem but no leaves are in the
water. A clear glass container allows you to
see the roots growing (and any undesirable
insect larvae). Keep the water fresh by chang-
ing every 3 to 4 days. As long as the stem re-
mains firm there is hope. If, the stem shows
signs of becoming mushy, discard and try
again. When the roots are 2.5 to 5 cm long it
is time to transfer to a pot filled with damp soil.
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Mlaster Gardeners answer helpline questions.

Does ivy have a lifespan? | feel like that’s unlike-
ly, but my mother had an English ivy in a pot for
quite a few years, which died suddenly this year.
I had taken cuttings off of it not long before and
was rooting them in soil, but most of them died
also — only one looks like it might survive. Is it
coincidence that her plant and my cuttings died
around the same time, and what could have
caused it?

Ivy shouldn’t have a specific lifespan, in the
sense that your cuttings and her plant sudden-
ly just hit that point and died. But sometimes a
plant can have something wrong where it
seems to be all right and then dies unexpect-
edly, and it may be that your cuttings were just
not healthy or vigorous enough to take well
from the start, if the mother plant was already
stressed for some reason. And ivies can be
fussy in indoor environments — if they’re happy
it’s fine, but too big a pot, wrong light, too wet,
too dry, too warm, too abrupt a change in con-
ditions (such as repotting in a much larger pot,
or moving it to a location with different light or
temperature), and they can become unhappy
quickly.

Overwatering and underwatering are two of
the most common issues which might cause
ivies to die unexpectedly, as roots can start
dying off as a result. Drought stress, especial-
ly, can take a little while to show up in the
leaves, although they will start getting dry and
crispy eventually. The ivy may look fine for a
while, but even if the problem is corrected the
plant may not recover.

Also, ivies are liked by spider mites, which are
tiny pests that suck the plant’s sap. The in-
sects themselves are hard to see but should

leave signs of their presence in webbing and tiny
spots on the leaves. They reproduce quickly in
warm dry conditions. If your mother’s plant had
spider mites and you brought some along with
the cuttings, they might have caused issues for
both of you. lvies can get other pests, such as
scale and mealybugs, but the spider mites might
be the one which is the easiest to bring home on
a plant or cutting without noticing.

I have a miniature fuchsia plant in a pot, which |
put outside in summer and bring indoors in win-
ter. | don’t know exactly what type it is, but it
makes kind of a small open shrub shape, and
has always flowered well, with tiny bright pink
flowers. It was getting a bit big, though, so last
year | cut it back quite a bit — and it's grown back
well, but it hasn’t bloomed since. Can you tell
what | did wrong and how to make it bloom
again?

By the description, your fuchsia is likely Fuch-
sia microphylla or F. thymifolia, or possibly a
cross between the two, since there are hybrids
between them. For the purposes of care,
though, it shouldn’t make a difference which
one you have. Fuchsias bloom on new wood,
so pinching back should encourage blooming.
However, it’'s possible that a heavier cut back,
such as you describe, might have led the plant
to put its energy into regrowth rather than
bloom.

Fuchsias do tend to be heavy feeders — has it
been getting adequately fertilized? Have any
of the other conditions changed (such as
where it is situated), and has it been repotted
at any time recently? Other reasons fuchsias
will not bloom include having too much shade,
being too rootbound or not getting enough wa-
ter, so make sure those factors are eliminated.
Hopefully your fuchsia will soon be blooming
again.



Native Shrubs:

Heather A. Clemenson

Spicebush (Lindera benzoin), a deciduous shrub

native to eastern North America is a member of the
laurel family. It has several common names includ-
ing: northern spicebush, wild allspice, Benjamin
bush, and forsythia of the wild (due to its early
spring yellow blooms). The name Lindera commem-
orates Johan Linder (1676-1724), a Swedish bota-
nist and physician, while benzoin is derived from an
Arab word meaning aromatic gum, which refers to
the scent released when any part of the plant is
crushed.

Indigenous peoples used spicebush for both medici-
nal and culinary purposes in teas, marinades and
seasonings made from twigs, leaves, and berries.
The plant is still used in the kitchen today for many
of the same purposes; for example, dried and
ground berries can substitute for allspice in cooking.

Description:

Spicebush grows 1.8 to 3.6 metres tall and wide. In
its natural state it is a multi-stemmed shrub with a
broad, rounded form but it can be trained into a
small single trunk tree. It is an understory shrub that
grows naturally in moist woodlands and marshy con-
ditions. It prefers a moist to wet well-draining soll,
rich in organic matter, though it is adaptable to a
range of soil and growing conditions. It thrives in
partial shade to full sun but will tolerate both full sun
and full shade.

The young stems are a greenish brown, maturing to
a dark brown bark. The leaves are bright green,
simple, elliptical to slightly obovate with entire
smooth margins. The leaves are 8 to 15 cm long
and are arranged alternately along the stems. One
way to identify the plant is by crushing the leaves
which release a distinctive citrus and spicy aroma.
In the fall the leaves turn a striking gold or bright yel-
low colour.

Spicebush leaves
Heather A. Clemenson

In early spring, April to May, clusters of bright, tiny
yellow flowers emerge along the stems before the
leaves. It is one of the earliest shrubs to bloom.

Spicebush is dioecious, meaning each plant is ei-
ther male or female. Both male and female flowers
have 6 short yellow sepals that look like petals.
The male (staminate) flowers are slightly larger with
a rudimentary pistil and 9 stamens. The female
(pistillate) flowers have white spots at the distal end
of the pistil, with a long style and a large oval ovary.
At the base of the ovary are infertile rudimentary
stamens which produce nectar.

Spicebush female flowers
E P Power



To produce berries, it's necessary to have both a
male and female plant, or at least one male plant
for multiple female plants. For optimal berry pro-
duction, male and female plants need to be within
15 m of each other. Spicebushes are pollinated by
native insects including bees, flies, and beetles.
The pollinated female plant produces berries that
are initially green and turn bright red when mature.
The berries may be somewhat hidden until the
leaves drop in the fall.

Maintenance:

Spicebush is considered a low maintenance shrub
once established. If this shrub is planted in full
sun, it should be in a moist area or provided with
adequate water. Applying a layer of mulch around
the base helps to retain moisture and to suppress
weeds. Fertilize sparingly in spring with a bal-
anced, slow-release fertilizer.

Prune in late winter to maintain shape and to re-
move dead, damaged or diseased branches. To
maintain the desired shape, light pruning can also
be done in the spring once the plant has finished
blooming.

Pests and Diseases:

Spicebush is generally pest-free, but if stressed -
for example, due to lack of moisture during a
drought or the opposite, too wet conditions - it can
attract sap-sucking aphids and spider mites as well
as scale and fungal problems like anthracnose
(causing leaf spots and dieback) or cytospora can-
ker (causing branch dieback).

The most serious threat to spicebush is laurel wilt,
a fatal fungal disease spread by the redbay ambro-
sia beetle, causing wilting and dieback. This dis-
ease, however, has not yet been found in Eastern
Ontario but is present in the southern USA.

Caterpillars hosted by the spicebush, including
swallowtail butterfly and the promethea silk moth,
feed on the leaves and roll themselves into the
leaves for protection. As spicebush is their host
plant, they do not generally cause long-term dam-
age.

A healthy plant, with adequate watering and good
drainage can avoid many pest and disease prob-
lems.

Garden Use:

Spicebush is a relatively little-known native shrub
that would be an excellent addition to any garden as
a planting on its own, with a male and female shrub,
or as a hedge. It has year-round interest with fra-
grance, seasonal colour, and ecological benefits.

While the scent helps to deter most herbivores in-
cluding deer, it supports other wildlife including
many beneficial insects, butterflies and moths. The
early blooming flowers provide an early nectar
source for emerging pollinators. Spicebush provides
useful cover and habitat for birds and small mam-
mals. lts red berries have a high fat content and are
a late fall and winter favourite among many local
songbirds and migrating birds, including wood
thrushes, robins, cardinals, veeries, red-eyed vireos,
and great-crested flycatchers as well as ruffed
grouse and ring-necked pheasants.

Two interesting facts emerged in research for this
article. First, spicebush can be planted with black
walnut as it is not affected by juglone, a natural
chemical produced by walnut trees that acts as a
toxin inhibiting the growth of many nearby plants.
Second, before hops became more popular, spice-
bush was used as a flavouring in beer production. A
few micro-breweries in the USA have re-introduced
spicebush flavouring to their beer, though no local
brewery in Eastern Ontario has done so to date. &

As the garden matures and fills up there
is less and less room for newcomers, but
this situation has the effect of making me
more demanding, biting the bullet and
heaving out plants that do not earn their
keep and replacing them with something
else I want to try; something that will
offer better value—Alan Titchmarsh, TV
gardener and author
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Website  Helpline Calendar  Facebook

Helplines are monitored daily.
Send questions and photos of garden pests, dis-
eases or plants for identification.

Trowel Talk can be found on the Lanark County
Master Gardener’s blogsite and Ottawa-Carleton
Master Gardener’s Website https://mgottawa.ca/
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Article suggestions box

I

This is your chance, as a reader, to sug-
gest an idea for an article you would like to
see in Trowel Talk. Click on the button.

Trowel Talk team:
N

Amanda Carrigan, Judith Cox, Kelly Noel, Agnieszka
Keough, Andrea Knight, Julianne Labreche, Dale
Odorizzi, Josie Pazdzior, Evelyne Power, Rob Stuart,
Belinda Boekhoven, Heather Clemenson, Mary Craw-
ford, Rebecca Last, Mary Reid, Margaret Ryan,
Stephanie Sleeth, Barbara Sibbald, Lee Ann Smith

Letters to editor: newsletter@mgottawa.ca
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Ask a Master Gardener, face
to face gardening questions.

@ Clinics

Market locations can be found on the calendars of
the Lanark and Ottawa—Carleton websites

Perth Seedy Sunday, 10:00 am to 3:00 pm
Sunday March 1,

Perth Civitan Club, 6787 Lanark County Rd 43,
Perth

Ottawa Seedy Saturday, 10:00 am to 3:00 pm
Saturday, 7 March 2026
691 Smyth Road, Ottawa, ON

West end Seedy Saturday, 10:00 am to 2:00 pm
Saturday, 14 March 2026
Carp Agricultural Hall 3790 Carp Road, Carp, ON

Lanark County Seedy Saturday,
10:00 am to 3:00 pm

Saturday March 14, 2026

Almonte Civitan Club, Almonte, ON

@ Talks and Events

Good Bugs, Bad Bugs
Thursday, February 19, 7:00 pm
Dale Odorizzi

Trenton Horticultural Society

Zoom

The Edible Garden

Thursday, February 19, 7:00 pm
Rebecca Last

Nepean Horticultural Society

Nature's Turf: Cultivating Eco-Friendly Lawns
Monday, March 9, 6:30 pm

Maryanne Ambroziak

Manotick Horticultural Society
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