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hotos on seed packets draw me in.  Lush vegeta-

bles or radiant flowers; a promise of produce in just 

45 days.  Bright zinnias catch my eye.  The packet 

offers a generic ‘how to’ for seeds to be grown 

across Canada.  At home, I research how zinnias 

grow in their native range without support.  Can I 

replicate that environment in my Ottawa garden, so 

it flourishes without a fuss?   

 

Zinnia elegans is a fast growing annual offering vi-

brant colours in summer and fall.  It has big, compo-

site flowerheads that can be crimson, mauve, violet, 

salmon, burnt orange, lemon, lime, cream, multi-
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toned, speckled, and striped.  Each flower blooms 

on the plant for weeks and will last in a vase with an 

erect stem for three weeks.  There are many culti-

vars of Z. elegans such as ‘State Fair’, ‘Cut and 

Come Again’, ‘Candy Cane’, ‘Thumbelina’ and 

‘Benary’s Giant’.  Depending on the cultivar they 

may be 15 to 120 cm (6 - 48 inches) tall.  

‘Thumbelina’ and ‘Dreamland’ are shorter cultivars 

with ‘Benary’s Giant’ and ‘State Fair’ offering the 

largest flowers.  Z. elegans has opposite, sessile 

(stalkless), rough, long oval leaves and a robust, 

hairy stem that discourages pests.  They’re often 

grown in prairie style, cottage, and xeriscape gar-

dens, or are grown and used for cut flowers.  

 

Native range 

Z. elegans is native to Mexico, Belize, El Salvador, 

Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua where it 

grows in seasonally dry tropical forests.  Near the 

equator, this biome receives a steady 12 hours of 

daylight and consistently warm temperatures all 

year with fluctuating rainfall.  A dry season of four to 

eight months is followed by a spell of heavy rain.  

During the extended dry season, the trees drop their 

leaves to conserve water, creating an open forest 

floor.  Z. elegans seeds are activated by water.  

Seedlings emerge after the heavy rains to quickly 

complete their life cycle before they are shaded out 

by the re-emerging canopy overhead.  Spring 

ephemerals in our temperate biome employ a simi-

lar strategy.  

 

How to grow 

Coming from the tropics, Z. elegans needs warm 

soil plus water to germinate.  Wait until the soil tem-

perature is at least 21°C, with soil temperatures of 

25°C to 27°C offering the best germination and most 

robust seedlings.  In Mexico, zinnia seedlings reach 

deep into the soil with a central taproot to seek out 

water.  As seedlings grow quickly and are difficult to 

Large flower of Z. elegans 'State Fair'    
Sarah Berglas   

Single bloom of Zinnia elegans    
Sarah Berglas   
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The first thing to do is figure out why you have 

moss where you do.  Mosses tend to be found 

in conditions that are damp, shady, with com-

pacted soil, often acidic and/or low fertility.  

You can usually rake most of the moss out of 

the area you want to remove it from (as it 

doesn’t have real roots), but it will come back if 

you can’t alter the conditions enough to dis-

courage the moss.   

 

In a lawn, compacted soil can often be im-

proved by aeration, which should increase wa-

ter penetration as well and help with the damp-

ness.  Impoverished soil can be improved by 

fertilizing, or top-dressing with compost.  The 

latter is probably the better choice, as adding 

soil or compost on top of the existing surface 

will usually give (temporarily, at least) a looser 

surface, and help alter the conditions away 

from those moss likes.  It also gives a good 

surface for over-seeding some grass seed to 

thicken any thin areas of lawn.  If the area is 

being heavily shaded by trees and shrubs, 

some pruning and thinning can help increase 

light and air in the area, and dry the soil.  If the 

soil is acidic (use a soil test kit to determine 

this), a light sprinkling of wood ash or dolomitic 

lime will help shift the surface pH to more alka-

line and discourage moss.  

 

 
Compiled by Amanda Carrigan, Agnieszka Keough   

aster Gardeners answer helpline questions. 

How do I get rid of moss in my lawn and garden?  I 

don’t hate moss, but I feel like it’s spreading quite a 

bit and taking over.  

 

transplant with a long taproot, it is best to directly 

sow zinnias in well-drained, sun-warmed soil that is 

rich in organic matter.    

 

Like most annuals, Z. elegans needs full sun.  With-

in a few weeks, the plant will mature to produce 

flowers.  It maximizes opportunities to photosynthe-

size.  Unlike other annuals, Z. elegans does not 

need heavy fertilization or frequent watering.  It 

loves heat and is drought tolerant once the seed-

lings have an established root system.    

 

Z. elegans is fastest to flower in response to in-

creasing periods of darkness, known as a facultative 

photoperiodic response.  After our summer solstice 

in June, each night becomes a little longer in Otta-

wa.  The increasing darkness (more than 10 hours) 

triggers Z. elegans into flowering, peaking in mid-

August.  Zinnias planted in mid summer will flower 

on shorter stems than zinnias planted in early sum-

mer or late spring. 

 

Deadhead to redirect energy from seed production 

to new buds.  Seedlings can be cropped after the 

third set of true leaves emerge, to prompt greater 

branching, resulting in more flowers. The plant will 

be killed by frost.    

 

Problems  

Z. elegans is prone to powdery mildew in Ottawa 

where our summer heat includes humidity.  Encour-

age airflow by spacing the seedlings at least as far 

apart as recommended for the cultivar - check the 

seed package.  Avoid getting water on the leaves by 

watering at the base and only when the soil is very 

dry.    

 

Pollinators 

Their large, brightly coloured, flat flowerheads attract 

hummingbirds and butterflies, including swallowtails 

(Papilio spp.), monarch (Danaus plexippus), Ameri-

can lady (Vanessa virginiensis) and red admiral (V. 

atalanta). 

 

As you browse seed packets or flats of annuals, 

think about annuals’ native ranges and how we can 

make them feel at home in our gardens in Ottawa-

Carleton.  It is not too late to scatter a few zinnia 

seeds on a sunny spot this summer, and later enjoy 

their chaotic colour and vigour.    
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There are different types of Japanese gardens, 

ranging from the dry or Zen garden which con-

sists primarily of raked gravel and larger boul-

ders, to the more plant-centric tea and strolling 

gardens.  Some characteristics of the genre as 

a whole are the suggestion of something big-

ger – a garden may represent, in miniature, an 

abstract version of a larger landscape, with a 

water feature or gravel standing in for water 

and larger rocks representing mountains – and 

a focus on texture rather than flowers and col-

our.  Moss is often an element in Japanese 

gardens, so if you find moss will grow there, 

you could encourage it.  Some of the plants 

which have come to us from Japan are emi-

nently suitable for this garden style – hakone 

grass (Hakonechloa macra) or Japanese ma-

ples (Acer palmatum) for example, although 

these may require more shade than it sounds 

ontainer gardening is an easy way to grow what 

you love to eat.  It is very satisfying to make a fresh 

salad with your own produce or enjoy vegetables 

from your patio pots.  It also offers a versatile way of 

growing your favourite veggies.  Pots can be ar-

ranged on patios, balconies or any small outdoor 

space.  

 

When it comes to what type of plants work best in 

containers, the list is long.  Sometimes, choosing the 

right plant can be difficult.  It's critical to consider not 

only the difficulty of growing a particular vegetable 

but your own level of experience as a gardener.  

 

Penka Matanska  

I would like to do a sort of Japanese-inspired gar-

den in a circular bed in our front yard.  It’s about 3 

m in diameter, and quite sunny, as it faces west/

southwest.  Do you have some suggestions for 

plants that might look appropriate?  

In a garden, after raking out and picking up the 

moss as well as possible, loosen and cultivate 

the soil around plants to help the surface dry if 

it is damp and compacted.  See if any mossy 

areas in shade can have their light levels and 

air circulation improved by pruning.  Lime can 

also be used in gardens if conditions are acidic, 

sprinkled around the plants and worked in.  If 

the garden contains acid-loving plants such as 

rhododendrons, however, this may not be ad-

visable.   If the garden has not had fertilizer or 

organic matter added in a while, top-dress with 

compost.  A layer of a lightweight mulch such 

as composted pine mulch or bark chips will help 

keep the moisture in the soil while allowing the 

surface to dry and discourage the moss. 

like your space has.  Other plants which focus 

on texture include evergreens with interesting 

textures and shapes, such as false cypress 

(Chamaecyparis spp. low junipers, and mugo 

pines (Pinus mugo), or weeping forms of dif-

ferent evergreens.  A tree like a magnolia can 

also have an interesting shape.  With a small 

space, though, you will have to consider the 

size of your chosen tree carefully; look for 

dwarf varieties, and expect some pruning to be 

needed to maintain size.  Perennials with inter-

esting texture might include bergenia 

(Bergenia cordifolia), sedges (Carex spp.), 

Hosta spp., Heuchera spp. , Siberian or Japa-

nese irises, blue-eyed grass (Sisyrinchium 

spp.) various ferns, and perennial geraniums 

(Geranium macrorrhizum or G. sanguineum).  

Some of these, like the ferns, would also need 

more shade than your conditions allow, but 

plants that prefer partial shade could be ac-

commodated by placing them where they will 

be shaded by a larger plant or an ornamental 

boulder during the afternoon. 
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I have the most success with plants that I like best to 

eat at mealtimes.  Growing these vegetables gives 

me the motivation and perseverance I need to care 

for the plants.  

 

Here are steps for a successful growing season. 

 

Select the Right Container 

Start with selecting the right size container with good 

drainage.  The bigger the mature plant, the bigger 

the container must be.  A 30 cm (12”) diameter pot 

is typically best for larger vegetables.  Larger pots 

require less frequent watering, while smaller ones 

likely will need watering every day.  Lighter col-

oured, food-safe plastics or ceramics are good 

choices for any veggie container.  

 

Keep in mind that plants need to establish a good 

root system and they need space to grow.  A larger 

size container can offer space for the root system to 

develop, allowing for better plant health overall.  If 

the soil dries quickly, it can create stress for the 

plant and slow the growth process. 

 

Choose the Right Soil 

Light potting soil is required for any type of contain-

er.  Store-bought high-quality potting soil with slow-

release fertilizer is the best choice.  It controls the 

amount of fertilizer distribution over the growing cy-

cle of the plant, so you don’t have to worry about 

additional fertilizing.  

 

Find the Right Location 

Finding a place with several hours of direct sun per 

day will ensure the plants will grow well and produce 

fruit.  Lettuce can be grown with only a few hours of 

sun, but other veggies require at least six hours of 

direct sun.  The advantage of container gardening is 

that they can be moved to different parts of the gar-

den, if needed, should they require more sun. 

 

Decide Upon Your Plants 

If you are new to growing container veggies, the 

best approach is to go with the easiest veggies to 

grow that you will enjoy.  From my experience, let-

tuces, cherry tomatoes, cucumbers, and peas al-

ways reliably produce crops. 

 

Some veggies are best grown from seeds planted 

directly in the container, while others will thrive if 

started in soil-less seed-starting mix a couple of 

weeks before placing the container outside.  When 

starting from seed is not possible, buy young plants.  

Choosing the right variety specifically designed for 

containers makes a big difference in achieving a 

good harvest. 

 

My favourite veggies for container-planting are differ-

ent varieties of lettuce.  Creating a lettuce bowl is 

easy to start and maintain.  The lettuce types best 

suited for containers are miniature head - Lactuca 

sativa ‘Tennis Ball’ or romaine - Lactuca sativa ‘Little 

Gem’ varieties.  They mature faster and take up less 

space than the regular varieties.  The seeds can be 

directly started in the outdoor container in early 

spring.  The seeds will start sprouting in about a 

week, and the plants will reach full maturity in fifty 

days. 

Bowl of lettuce   
Penka Matanska  
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The patio cherry tomato - Solanum lycopersicum 

‘Tiny Tim’ is a clear winner when it comes to fruit 

production and compact size, so it is perfect for be-

ginner gardeners.  It is best if only one plant is 

grown in a pot, but it adapts well to small spaces.  At 

planting time, remove the leaves closer to the base 

of the stalk so that this bottom half can be buried.  

Partially covering the stalk in soil will help the tomato 

plant produce more roots, so that it will become es-

tablished quicker in the pot.  Tomato plants will need 

to be watered frequently; soil must always be moist 

to the touch.  Finally, the pot needs a location with 

at least six hours of direct sun. 

 

The container cucumber - Cucumis sativus ‘Patio 

Snacker’ produces compact plants that are easy to 

stake and have a short fruit maturing time.  The fruit 

is a full-size slicing cucumber.  Seedlings can be 

purchased or grown indoors for three to four weeks 

before moving the container outside.  It is suitable 

for a hanging basket, letting the short vines hang 

down.  Full sun location or at least six hours of direct 

sunlight are needed.  Regular watering is a must, as 

cucumbers use a lot of water. 

Patio bush pea - Pisum sativum ‘Tom Thumb’ is an-

other easy patio veggie that does particularly well in 

cooler weather of early spring.  Its seeds can be di-

rectly started in a pot and can grow without the help 

of a lattice. 

 

Growing vegetables in containers is not only easy 

but especially useful if you live in an apartment or 

have little outdoor space.  It also allows you to better 

control the growing conditions to ensure your har-

vest will be plentiful as the summer progresses.   

Tiny Tim patio tomato 
Penka Matanska  

Patio cucumber   
Penka Matanska  
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Six weeks earlier I was drawn to the same place in 

the garden by the buzz of a fat bumblebee queen 

forcing entrance into the pea-like blue flowers of 

this wild blue indigo to collect nectar and pollen to 

provision her nest.  This skipper has not come for 

nectar. Wings open, she lays one milk-coloured egg 

then darts off.  It is a wondrous thing to be present 

at a birth.  I lose sight of the mother skipper as I fo-

cus on the egg.   

Like all Lepidoptera, this mother has chosen a plant 

which her offspring can eat.  The egg will hatch out 

into a larva, a caterpillar.  The caterpillar will eat its 

way through leaves as it grows.  This will not harm 

the plant, which is adapted to losing some foliage to 

these relationships.  Just as monarch butterfly lar-

vae are adapted to eat milkweed, wild indigo 

duskywing larvae are adapted to eat wild indigo and 

a few other plants such as Canada milk vetch 

(Astragalus canadensis).  These are her host 

plants. B. australis is native to eastern North Ameri-

ca and known to have good wildlife value.  The On-

tario native baptisia is wild yellow indigo (B. tincto-

ria). 

 
Christine Edmonds 

t is a sweltering day in late July.  An erratically flut-

tering butterfly catches my eye.  Or is it a moth?  I 

recognize the flight pattern as uniquely skipper-like.  

Skipper is a good description for its fast-moving, 

bouncy flight.  I follow it until it comes to rest on a 

blue-green wild blue indigo leaf (Baptisia australis) 

by the edge of a path.  I am intrigued because a few 

days ago a wild indigo duskywing skipper was nec-

taring on mountain mint (Pycnanthemum sp.) else-

where in the garden.  Is this a female wild indigo 

duskywing?  I lean in to take a photo, and upload it 

to iNaturalist and confirm her ID. 

Female wild indigo duskywing laying an egg on 

wild blue indigo in late July.    
Christine Edmonds 

Duskywing egg on wild blue indigo.    
Christine Edmonds 
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I am brought back to the present when another 

skipper flutters past.  It lights on a nearby purple 

coneflower (Echinacea purpurea).  This skipper is 

more purply brown than a duskywing.  I slip my 

phone from my pocket to take a picture - my only 

way of making a positive ID.  It is a dun skipper.  

Unbothered by the photoshoot, it rolls out its pro-

boscis to probe for nectar.  Coneflowers are compo-

site flowers made of colourful, sterile ray flowers 

(that have attracted the skipper) surrounding the 

central disc flowers.  One by one it probes more 

discs to reach the nectaries. 

 

Unlike wild indigo duskywing, the name dun skipper 

does not hint at its host plant.  Dun skippers lay 

their eggs on species of sedges.  Oak sedge (Carex 

pensylvanica) and bristled-leaved sedge (C. ebur-

nea) are two of its known host plants.  Oak sedge is 

 

I know about butterflies and moths, but where do 

skippers fit in?  Technically, they are butterflies.  

Like butterflies, adult skippers feed on flower nectar 

by day.  However, their appearance is more like a 

moth.  They are small, typically grey and orangish 

brown, with stout, hair-covered bodies.  There are 

many different types, and they are hard to tell apart.  

Earlier in July, not 6 m (20 ft) away, a cloud of tiny, 

short-tongued bees are hovering around pale purple 

coneflowers (Echinacea pallida) by the curb.  I stop 

to investigate.  The low-slung morning sun is illumi-

nating the tops of dry meadow grasses.  A gentle 

breeze has set them moving like ripples on the sur-

face of a still lake, refracting light and shimmering.  I 

remember the song sparrow pair who last month 

found nesting habitat on the ground among these 

native grasses: side oats grama (Bouteloua curti-

pendula), prairie dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepis) 

and little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium).  I 

had tiptoed through the garden to avoid disturbing 

them as they foraged on the ground nearby, and I 

listened for their sweet song when they perched in 

the elderberry (Sambucus canadensis) looking down 

on this skipper habitat. 

Dun skipper nectaring on purple coneflower    
Christine Edmonds 

Oak sedge, a larval host for dun skippers, flowering 

in early May.    
Christine Edmonds 
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a lovely ground layer plant, adapted to dry shade, 

that spreads slowly and non-aggressively by rhi-

zomes, mingling with woodland edge plants.  

Many songbirds feed their hatchlings the larvae of 

skippers, moths and butterflies.  Hence, plants 

which are larval hosts for Lepidoptera play an im-

portant part in supporting songbird populations.  A 

well-thumbed copy of Lorraine Johnson’s A Garden 

for the Rusty-Patched Bumblebee sits on the book-

case beside my desk.  I referred to her extensive 

lists of host plant relationships often as I planned 

the garden.  Having ascertained that native sedges 

and grasses host a long list of butterflies, moths and 

skippers, as well as providing nesting sites both for 

bees and birds, I planted lots of subspecies of each. 

 

The darting, erratic flight pattern of skippers means 

that most sightings are brief and from a distance.  I 

do not ID the majority of skippers I see.  In years to 

come, I will satisfy my curiosity about what other 

kinds of skippers are out there by trying to get close 

enough to capture more photos.  For today it is 

enough to wonder if the caterpillars of dun skippers 

were on my song sparrow hatchlings’ menu in June.   
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On the Web 

 

 

Helplines are monitored daily.  

Send questions and photos of garden pests, dis-

eases or plants for identification. 

Judith Cox, Kelly Noel, Andrea Knight, Julianne 

Labreche, Dale Odorizzi, Josie Pazdzior, Evelyne 

Power, Rob Stuart, Belinda Boekhoven, Heather 

Clemenson, Mary Crawford, Rebecca Last, Mary Reid, 

Margaret Ryan, Stephanie Sleeth, Barbara Sibbald, 

Lee Ann Smith,  

 

Letters to editor: newsletter@mgottawa.ca  

Banner Photograph: . Rosa X spinosissima "Doorenbos" 

Design and layout:  S.R.Bicket  

 

Lanark County Master Gardeners 

Blog Helpline Facebook Calendar 

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. 

 

Ottawa-Carleton Master Gardeners 

Helpline Website Facebook Calendar 

Trowel Talk can be found on the Lanark County 

Master Gardener’s blogsite and Ottawa-Carleton 

Master Gardener’s Website https://mgottawa.ca/ 

 

 

Clinics 

 

Ask a Master Gardener, face 

to face gardening questions.  

 

Almonte Farmers’ Market, 8:30 am to 12:30 pm 

Saturday, June 27, July 11 

 

Alta Vista Farmers’ Market, 9:00 am to 1:00 pm 

Saturday, June 27 

 

Barrhaven Farmers’ Market, 10:00 am to 1:00 pm 

Sunday, June 21,  

 

Carleton Place Farmers’ Market,  

8:30 am to 12:30 pm 

Saturday, June 20, July 4, 

 

Carp Farmers’ Market, 8:00 am to 1:00 pm 

Saturday, June 27  

 

Fletcher Wildlife Garden Pollinator Apprieciation 

Day, 10:00 am to 2:00 pm 

Saturday, June 20 

 

Main St Farmers’ Market, 9:00 am to 1:00 pm 

Saturday, June 27 

 

Manotick Farmers' Market, 10:00 am to 12:00 pm 

Saturday, July 11 

 

Ottawa Farmers’ Market, 9:00 am to 12:00 pm 

Sunday, June 28, July 5 

 

Perth Farmers’ Market, 8:00 am to 1:00 pm 

Saturday, June 27July 11 

 

Westboro Farmers’ Market, 9:00 am to 1:00 pm 

Saturday, June 27??   

 

Market locations can be found on the calendars of 

the Lanark and Ottawa–Carleton websites 

mailto:newsletter@mgottawa.ca
http://lanarkmg.blogspot.com/
mailto:lanarkmg@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/lanarkmg/
http://lanarkmg.blogspot.com/p/blog-page.html
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSeTqemyG6CSDSynjBDQTU3u8vtptY4zy5Gbv9icryjO_HhkEw/viewform
mailto:gardeninganswers@mgottawa.ca
https://mgottawa.ca/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/819730788084134/
http://lanarkmg.blogspot.com/
http://lanarkmg.blogspot.com/
https://mgottawa.ca/
https://mgottawa.ca/events-calendar/
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Talks and Events 

 

Culinary Delights with Herbs and Edible Flow-
ers 
Tuesday, June 16, 7:30 pm 
Nancy McDonald 
Ottawa Horticultural Society 
 
Native Plants in Ontario 
Tuesday, June 16, 7:00 pm 
Candace Dressler 
Smiths Falls Horticultural Society -- 
 
Preserving the Harvest 
Tuesday, June 16, 7:30 pm. 
Rebecca Last  
Stittsville Goulbourn Horticultural Society 

https://ottawahort.org/
https://gardenontario.org/society-listing/entry/283/
https://sghorticultural.wixsite.com/website

