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New Look: The software that we used to produce
Trowel Talk has been retired. We took this
opportunity to update the look of the newsletter so it
will be easier to read on your mobile devices. As
always, we welcome your feedback.

Ecological and Aesthetic Goals for My Garden

Christine Edmonds

In 2019 I read Doug Tallamy’s Nature’s Best Hope: A New
Approach to Conservation that Starts in Your Yard. My
daughter, a birder biologist concerned about the decline in
songbird populations, had pointed me to his work. Immediately,
I felt compelled to learn to garden for wildlife. City
infrastructure work had just torn up our boulevard which gave
me a new space to garden with habitat and human experience in
mind.

A pressing question arose: How do I add ecological complexity
and keep the garden relatable? I was drawn to naturalistic
design, and to American plantsman and garden designer Kelly
Norris because he teaches naturalistic design within ecological
and aesthetic frameworks. I took his New Naturalism Academy
courses virtually.



Ecological Framework

Species composition was a key consideration. I researched
Ontario native plants, then winter-sowed forbs and grasses, and
gathered plants from nurseries and specialist native growers.

Research, grow, and observe has been my approach to this new
plant palette. How drought tolerant is it? Does it tolerate root
competition? How does it spread? Not all natives thrive in my
dry sandy loam. I have let go of those with higher moisture
requirements. Multiple types of asters and goldenrods were
included because they are keystone species. Each year I grow
and add more natives.

I included adapted non-natives such as Allium *Millenium’,
Monarda bradburiana and Echinacea ‘Glowing Dream.” They add
seasonal interest, fit into niches, and support biodiversity.

I embraced species richness because planting densely and
diversely supports more life both above and below the ground.
Abundance also fosters resilience in the ecosystem, so long as
the chosen plants are ecologically compatible with each other
and adapted to site. Most plants were planted as close as 12-18"
on centre.
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The boulevard garden in
early June

Christine Edmonds



I learned to think in terms of ecosystem services. Completing
the Pollinator Steward Certification program, offered virtually by
Pollinator Partnership Canada, opened my eyes to the needs of
native bees and highlighted the role native plants play in being a
larval host for lepidoptera. Many new pollinators showed up. 1
have gotten to know them. In fact, I now observe insects
through the season as intently as I watch the succession of
blooms they are drawn to. In June, for example, carpenter and
sweat bees will forage the lanceleaf tickseed (Coreopsis
lanceolata) as surely as great blue diggers will show up on
mountain mints mid-summer. I steward the garden to allow
pollinators to complete their life cycles.

A monarch butterfly and
bumblebee nectaring on
New England asters.
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Disturbance is an ecological concept I have come to terms with.
That and various forms of stress. Both impact plant community
composition. The stressors of dry nutrient poor soil privilege a
diverse plant community. There is disturbance on the edges, due
to snow removal and dog traffic. There, short-lived ruderals
such as dotted mint (Monarda punctata) and black-eyed Susans
(Rudbeckia hirta) show up in gaps. There is a scenic evolution
as they ebb and flow in abundance from one year to the next. I
winter-sow M.punctata and R.hirta in pots to add back into gaps.



Aesthetic Framework
What are the assembly rules for so much species diversity?

I took initial inspiration from the Lurie Garden in Chicago, Piet
Oudolf’s books, and Planting in a Post-Wild World:
Designing Plant Communities for Resilient Landscapes by
Thomas Rainer and Claudia West.

I employed a layered typology: ground, seasonal vignette and
structural layer.

Late October, 2025.
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A significant percentage of plants were assigned to the ground
layer. On the sunny boulevard, native dry meadow grasses have
been used as a matrix through which pockets and patches of
forbs are planted.

I have planted a succession of blooming combinations (seasonal
vignettes). The life history and sociability of each plant was
considered when deciding how many of one species to group
together. The distribution of groupings is intentional and varied:
evenly distributed, clustered, randomly scattered, or aggregated
in masses. Rabbit pressure plays a part in the design: a group
of 4 may be reduced to one. I accept this as a condition of the
site.



Examples of plants which I have assigned to the structural layer
are Penstemon digitalis, Echinacea pallida, Parthenium
integrifolium, as well as various native shrubs.

Designing through stewardship I make judgements about when
to intervene either to edit out or add plants to the composition.

Lines, Patterns, Frames

My coursework delved into fields such as environmental
psychology, giving insight into how humans perceive order in
more natural plantings. William Hogarth’s 17th century Line of
Beauty posits that some curves are simply more pleasing to the
eye, so I have paid attention to the shapeliness of curved
borders, site lines, and grouping placement across the
landscape. Also factored into grouping layout were Gestalt
principles, and common visual patterns observed in nature by W.
Gary Smith in From Art to Landscape: Unleashing Creativity
in Garden Design.

The rhythmic repetition of some species draws the eye along and
ties the whole together.

A y Log piles and dead
i hedges create structure,
« frame views and provide
habitat for insects.




Joan Nassauer studied how people perceive quality ecosystems
as potentially messy if there are not obvious ‘cues to care.’
Therefore, I keep the lawn mowed and all borders neatly edged.
Strong frames organize the space and provide structure: a stone
wall, stone curbing, paths, clipped hedges, log piles, and
curvaceous dead hedges.

Outcomes

Bee researcher and entomologist Gil Miranda toured my
boulevard garden in June 2025. He identified a variety of bees
and other insects, noting that their need for diverse forage and
specific nesting requirements (bare ground, hollow stems, rotten
wood) were being met. He was impressed by the quality of the
garden’s ecosystem. The same month, a song sparrow pair
nested among the meadow grasses. Were they feeding their
young skipper larvae off the native sedges and grasses?

Aesthetic outcomes are of course subjective. Neighbours and
passersby frequently stop to comment on the garden and take
photos. Some tell me that they choose their walking route to
pass by the garden because there is always something new to
see. Another gauge of aesthetic acceptance has been requests
for garden tours over the last two summers.

The garden is inviting human connection and supporting
creatures. It has been a good and rewarding beginning.
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Ask a Master Gardener

Compiled by Amanda Carrigan, Agnieszka Keough
Master Gardeners answer helpline questions.

It's a few years in a row now that my peonies are
getting powdery mildew in the summer, and this
year they look awful. Is there a way to prevent
this happening? I don’t seem to be good at
remembering to treat them with fungicide - and I
would rather not have to spray anything anyway.



Powdery mildew spreads by spores, which can remain in the soil
or plant debris overwinter. So the first thing to do is get rid of
as much of the potential mildew-affected elements as possible.
If the peonies are really severely affected (leaves completely
covered in mildew and curling), you may want to cut them back
earlier than usual. Cut as low to the ground as you can and
dispose of the infected plant parts in the garbage, not your
compost. Ensure that no plant debris from the peonies is left
nearby. Thin or cut back nearby plants as needed to improve air
flow around the peonies. Then add a good layer of mulch to
keep any spores on the ground from splashing up and re-
infecting the peonies next season. If the mildew is bad again
next year, you may want to consider moving the peony away
from this spot, and choosing a new, clean location (with sun and
good air flow). Although peonies are best moved in late
summer, choosing a time when you are not moving it with
diseased foliage might be better in this case. Early spring, when
you can find the buds emerging, or mid-late September, when
it’s not too early to cut the foliage back, would be the best
options. Wash the roots off before you plant them to minimize
the potentially mildew-contaminated soil you are moving with
the plant.

With all the crazy weather we seem to be getting
(thanks to climate change), I feel like every other
year there’s a storm that does serious tree
damage locally. If we're thinking of planting a tree
or two on our property, are there trees that would
be better choices for withstanding storms and not
breaking or uprooting?

There are two components to look at here - the root system and
the type of wood the tree produces.

Some trees have a shallow root system, and some have deeper
roots or taproots, which will anchor them better.

Most of the nut trees are good choices for taproots — oak,
hickory, and walnut, for example. However, in compacted soil or
wet soil, a tree meant to have deep roots may not dig them
down as far as a tree in better conditions. As well, if the
planting space available is too small, the roots may not spread
as much as they need to, and the tree will uproot more easily.



As far as wood goes, most conifers are softer overall than
deciduous trees, although some of the latter, such as birch,
linden, and poplar, also have softer wood than the average. As
well, some conifers such as juniper and cedar have a tougher,
more flexible wood structure, which will enable them to bend
more than they break. Conifers are also more vulnerable in the
winter than most deciduous trees, as the fact that they keep
their needles allows them to experience more force from wind,
ice, and snow than they would if the branches were bare.

Before you choose a species of tree to plant, you would have to
look at the actual soil, water, and light conditions of the area
where you want to plant a tree, as well as whether a large tree
or a smaller one is appropriate. A short list to check out would
include the species mentioned - oaks, hickories, walnut and
butternut (although black walnut will limit the range of garden
plants that can be grown nearby), juniper (Juniperus), and cedar
(Thuja). Hackberry (Celtis), katsura (Cercidiphyllum) and Ginkgo
are also strong trees that seem to hold up well. A few smaller
trees that also seem to do well in storms are hophornbeam
(Ostrya), redbud (Cercis), crabapple (Malus), and serviceberry
(Amelanchier).

A couple of other points can be considered when selecting and
planting a tree. First, a small young tree will usually establish a
better root system than a larger one, making it more stable.
Planting seeds or starting with seedlings of maybe a foot (30 cm)
tall will produce a stronger adult tree than buying a nursery tree
of 1-2 m tall. Second, if the space selected for the tree is large
enough, a multi-stemmed tree, one with branches lower to the
ground, or even a cluster of trees whose roots can support each
other, can be more stable in windy conditions than a classic top-
heavy ‘lollipop’ form.

—‘

How to Plant a Tree

Josie Pazdzior

It's a great idea to plant a tree! It may seem a simple task;
however, following some guidelines helps ensure successful
establishment of the tree and minimizes the chance of possible
problems developing in the future.



The Tree:

You have carefully chosen the tree, preferably a native, for the
site, checked for adequate drainage, and obtained the gas and
hydro locates.

The tree could be either a sapling in a pot, a bare-rooted
sapling, or a larger one wrapped in burlap or wire basket. A
smaller tree is generally a better bet, as it tends to catch up in a
few years and surpass a larger one in size and condition.
Whatever the size, a key factor is getting the level right. Timing
is important, too. Early fall is a good time to plant container-
grown and deciduous trees, while early spring is especially
suitable for bare-root trees, conifers, and large transplants. A
cool, cloudy day is ideal.

Ready to go:

Have all the tools handy: spade, shovel, trowel, bucket or
tarpaulin to hold the soil from the hole, knife or pruners to cut
off circling roots or wrappings, hose/watering can, stakes and
ties if needed, and mulch to finish. No new soil or other
amendments are to be used, just the native soil from the site.
This way the roots can grow into the surrounding ground without
getting stopped at the boundary of a pocket of new soil, and
possibly circling around to eventually girdle the trunk.

Preparing to plant:

Remove the sapling from the pot, placing it on its side, or cut off
burlap and wire on a larger caliper tree. Do not hold the trunk
with the root ball’s weight hanging from it; rather, support it
from underneath or on the sides. Note the depth of the root ball
or bare roots, and place it in water if bare-rooted, or spread on a
tarpaulin in the shade while you dig the hole. If the roots are
starting to circle, or are in a tangle, the ends may be trimmed
and a few slits made in the root ball to allow the roots to spread
out. The planting medium can be washed off the roots,
especially if it's very coarse or heavy material.

Digging the hole:

Dig a hole exactly the depth of the roots, so the tree settles on
solid ground, and two or three times the diameter, to allow roots
to grow outwards. If the ground is heavy clay or very
compacted, loosen the soil on the bottom but remember to firm
it down again before installing the tree. Pierce the ground
around the inside wall of the hole with a garden fork or knife to
allow easier root penetration, making sloped rather than vertical
sides. Backfill only with the soil that’s been taken out of the
hole. 9



Finding the level:

Now comes the tricky part, also the most crucial for future
health. The tree should be planted with the trunk at the same
level relative to the ground surface, preferably a bit higher. Do
not assume that a potted sapling has been planted at the correct
depth. Look for the root collar, the spot where the roots start to
spread out from the trunk base. If planting is too deep, the
normal process of root growth is hindered, and fungal infections
can start at the base if it stays damp, and especially if later it is
covered by mulch, grass or weeds. A healthy, well-planted tree
will eventually display at its base the spreading curves that taper
into the ground and usually rise above the surface in old age.

Note the gentle flare of roots around
this tree (species unknown).

Josie Pazdzior

&7 Root flare to spare on -
| this venerable maple.
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! ¥ Tree probably planted improperly or later covered by
~ soil or mulch. Look for the dark cavity opening at
the left trunk base. Is this rot?
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Planting:

Place the sapling carefully in the hole, spreading the roots out,
over a small mound made in the middle if necessary. Use a stick
laid across the hole to mark ground level and then go three or
four centimeters higher. Continue to put back the soil you took
out, pushing it in around the roots gently but firmly, with fingers
or a blunt stick, adding water as you go. You want to eliminate
possible air pockets, and watering it in well will help do this.

Staking:

Staking hould be done only if absolutely necessary for an
exposed/ windy location, or if the root ball is unsteady or the
canopy top heavy. Attach cords to two stakes or pegs fixed
securely in the ground, and then attach these to the trunk about
1/3 of the way to the lowest branches. Use wide straps and
padding to avoid damage to the trunk, allowing some slack for
small movement. The tree will develop a stronger, well anchored
root system if allowed to sway in the wind, as intended by
nature. Remove supports after about a year. The worst practice
is to fasten it tightly with a stake on either side high up, which
could even result in the whole top snapping off in a storm. Note
the prevailing wind direction when placing the stakes or pegs.

Mulch:

Add organic mulch on moist ground to a depth of 5 to 8 cm, all
around the trunk for about a meter. Keep it back about 12 cm
from the trunk itself. Mulch retains soil moisture, insulates roots
against temperature extremes, prevents weeds from stealing
nutrients, and protects the vulnerable young bark from
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lawnmowers and string. The mulch can also be piled temporarily
a bit higher near the edge to form a shallow saucer or berm to
hold the water in. It is especially important for the first few
years to keep weed competition to a minimum.

Cutaway side view of tree
after planting and protecting
is done

Josie Pazdzior

Watering:

Water generously for the first season. Check the soil moisture to
make sure the roots don't sit in waterlogged soil, preventing the
roots from getting enough oxygen. A moisture meter can be
useful to monitor this.

Winter protection:

The young trunk may need wrapping to protect it from sunscald
and frost cracking as well as rabbit/deer/mice damage. Conifers
with low branches may require fencing for protection against
wildlife.

Once you've planted your tree, nurture it well and enjoy the
beauty!

—_—

National Tree Day, Wednesday 23 September 2026
https://treecanada.ca/national-tree-day/
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The Joy of Alliums - From Humble Vegetables to
Beautiful Flowers

Claire McCaughey

Alliums are one my favourite plants because of their versatility.
They are among the first plants I grew in my garden years ago
when I started gardening and I am still growing them.

Alliums - plants in the onion family — are tough and easy to
grow, even if you do not have a green thumb. There are alliums
of every size and for every season. Some are edible; others can
be used for flower arrangements. Some are clumpers spreading
by underground rhizomes (stems or thickened roots). Others
grow from bulbs usually planted in fall. Many can also be
started from seed which is an advantage if you want to grow
some rarer species. The flower colour is also varied. Most
alliums have pink or purple flowers, but there are also some
white, yellow, and blue-flowered species and cultivars.

When you think of the allium family, leeks, onions, and garlic
spring to mind. But there are 750 species of allium. Many are
beautiful ornamental plants, including the well-known tall Allium
hollandicum *Purple Sensation,” which grows to 75 cm high. The
shorter native nodding onion (Allium cernuum), only 30 cm, is
becoming a more common sight in Ottawa gardens with its
delicate bending stems.

Alliums are easy to fit into the garden due to their slender form
with a mostly straight leafless stem and round or dome-shaped
flower head. Though they can be divided into two categories -
edible and ornamental - many of the edible onion family have
quite ornamental flowers. Garlic scapes (flowers) are
increasingly popular for cooking.

Edible Alliums

The easiest edible alliums to grow are garlic (Allium sativum)
and chives (Allium schoenoprasum). Garlic is also space
efficient in small gardens. In October, garlic cloves are pushed
into the ground to twice the depth of the cloves and 10 cm
apart. They often push up some green stems before the first
hard frost, but this is not a problem; they will still come up in
spring. Many varieties of garlic bulbs can be purchased in fall at
garden centres and farmers markets. Garlic is ready to harvest
in August when the stems have turned brown and are dying
down.
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Chives are a hardy and trouble-free plant that even grows in the
far north of Canada. You can spot them at the outdoor Canadian
Museum of Nature Landscapes of Canada Garden, which includes
many plants of the Arctic tundra. Pink chive blossoms add
colour in the herb garden and on the plate.

Chives (Allium
schoenoprasum) with their
pink blossoms
Claire McCaughey

I am experimenting with growing leeks (Allium porrum) and
have found they can grow quite successfully in large containers
if spaced 10 cm apart. Leeks are considered an annual (or
biennial in milder climates). In Ottawa’s climate, they do not
survive over the winter. They require a long season to grow to
maturity. Seed should be sown in pots in February indoors.
Ideally, as the plant grows the lower part should be covered with
soil to obtain the white, mild-tasting base.

Ornamental Alliums

Many ornamental allium bulbs are available in the fall for
planting. Two of my favourites are Allium giganteum that is 90
cm tall with a large spherical pink to purple flower head, and
Allium schubertii with a huge purple flower head that grows to
40 cm. The flower heads both look lovely in dried flower
arrangements. These two plants make an architectural
statement in larger gardens and look striking even from a
distance.

14



Allium giganteum has huge
spherical flower heads.
Claire McCaughey

Of the clumping types of alliums, Allium *Millenium’ is my
favourite. One of its best attributes is that it keeps its leaves
throughout the season (unlike the bulbous types which lose their
leaves and can look unattractive as they wither down). It grows
to 40 cm and is trouble free. Another clumping type is the pink-
flowered Allium thunbergii *Ozawa’ which grows to 25 cm. This
rock garden allium flowers late in the season beginning in
October when it is a welcome sight. Allium *Millenium’ can be
found at most local nurseries while Allium thunbergii *Ozawa’ can
be purchased from specialist online sources.
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A mass planting of Allium
‘Millenium’. The leaves
remain all season.
Claire McCaughey

A couple of cautions
Some alliums such as Garlic chives (Allium tuberosum) can be

weedy and seed prolifically. Though pretty, the white flowers
should be removed before they go to seed.

Dying leaves of bulbous alliums can look messy. Plant the bulbs
among later emerging perennials to hide the foliage.

However, with so many great attributes one or more alliums are
worthy of growing in every garden.

This article first appeared in Postmedia,
Ottawa Citizen, September 2025
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Helplines are monitored daily.
Send questions and photos of garden pests,
diseases or plants for identification.

Article suggestions box

This is your chance, as a reader, to suggest an idea for
an article you would like to see in Trowel Talk.

Click here
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Andrea Knight, Julianne Labreche, Dale Odorizzi, Josie
Pazdzior, Evelyne Power, Rebecca Last,Rob Stuart, Belinda
Boekhoven, Heather Clemenson, Mary Crawford, Mary Reid,
Margaret Ryan, Stephanie Sleeth, Barbara Sibbald, Lee Ann
Smith
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Banner Photograph: . Garlic chives, Allium tuberosum
Design and layout: S.R.Bicket
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Events

Birds in the Garden - Recognizing, Attracting and
Protecting them.

Shelley Pelkey

Tuesday, September 15, 7:30 pm

Stittsville Goulbourn Horticultural Society

Fruits in your Garden

Mary Reid

Thursday, September 17, 7:30 pm
Nepean Horticultural Society

Gardening for the Birds, (registration required)
Thursday September 17, 10:00 am
Maberly Town Hall

How to Prepare your Garden for the fall
Mary Reid

Monday, September, 28 7:00 pm

Pembroke Horticultural Society

Fall, Final Garden Fling
Nancy McDonald

Tuesday, October 13, 7:30 pm
West Carleton Garden Club

Clinics

Almonte Farmers Market, 8:30 am to 12:00 pm
Saturday, September 19, October 3

Carleton Place Farmers Market, 8:30 am to 12:30 pm
Saturday, September 26

Carp Farmers Market, 8:00 am to 1:00 pm
Saturday, September 19

Ottawa Farmers market, 9:00 am to 12:00 pm
Sunday, 20 September

Perth Farmers Market, 8:00 am to 1:00 pm
Saturday, September 19, October 3

‘
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