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Branching Out 
 

 

The WHS welcomes new 
members. Everyone with 
an interest in gardening  
is invited to drop in to 
one of our meetings to  
see what we’re all 
about. Meetings are held 
at 7:00 PM on the 
fourth Tuesday of each 
month at the Mapleton 
Park Rotary Pavilion. 
Find us on Facebook or 
check our website for 
upcoming events and 
guest speakers as some 
months we may be 
heading out for an off-
site activity. 

 

Next Meeting         
Our next meeting will be 
held at the Mapleton 
Rotary Pavilion on 
Tuesday, May 28 at 
7:00 PM and will be one 
of the most popular 
meetings of the year – 
our annual plant 
auction.   Gardeners  
all know   that May is 
the time to divide your 
perennials and we all 
have a few left over, so 
bring them along to 
donate to the auction.  
And then get ready for 
the fun of bidding on all 
of those new plants that 
you’ve always wanted 
for your gardens.  Their 
original owners will be 
there to share any 
growing information that 
you might need.  For 
those bringing in plants, 

we ask that you not 
bring plants that are 
considered highly 
invasive.  Also, please 
label plants with names 
(or a description if you 
aren’t sure of the name) 
and a brief    list of 
growing requirements – 
sun/shade; moist 
soil/dry soil and 
approximate size at 
maturity.  Also, if you 
grow rhubarb, we are 
planning a rhubarb 
themed luncheon that 
evening, so if possible, 
bring along a pan of 
squares or a sweet loaf, 
or a few muffins – 
anything made with that 
amazing taste of spring 
– rhubarb!  If you have 
the time, (in between 
digging up plants), to 
bring along a recipe for 
your rhubarb creation,  
I’m sure members would 
appreciate it. Those who 
were at our rhubarb 
evening last year will 
remember the many 
delicious treats and the 
only negative comment 
was that they wished 
they could have the 
recipe to make the 
treats again at home.  

          

Did You Know?           
The word rhubarb 
comes from the Latin 
word "rhababarum" 
which means "root of 
the babarians."   The 
Romans labelled people 
who ate rhubarb 
"barbarians." 

From The Editor    
Thanks to member 
Sharon Bailey for 
sharing this poem  with 
me at the March 
meeting.  I loved it so 
much that I just had to 
include it in this month’s 
issue! It seems the 
perfect way to welcome 
in our new gardening 
season! 

A Gardener’s Blessing 

May the bunnies never 
nibble on your young 
and tender shoots….....         
May your transplants 
settle in, and put down 
healthy hardy roots………                
May your weeds come 
out real easy, and your 
lawn be fungus free…….              
May you never put your 
back out, or inhale a 
bumblebee                    
May your roses never 
stab you or your hoses 
spring a leak……………….                    
And may everyone come 
calling when your 
garden’s at its peak…….        
May you never grow to 
weary as you toil for 
hours and hours……….…        
And may you never be 
too busy to stop and 
smell the flowers! 

I hope you all enjoy this 
issue of the newsletter, 
and I hope to see some 
of you at the produce 
aisle purchasing some 
ginger to grow this year 
once you read the article 
on Page 4! As always, 
happy gardening!          
Laura Sarson, Editor 
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Did You Know?             
If you hate the mess of 
white crumbs on your 
counter when you cut 
through a head of 
cauliflower, try this 
method instead.  Invert 
the head and use kitchen 
shears to separate the 
florets from the core. 
Then use a paring knife to 
cut the florets into the 
desired size.             
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Whoever says that money can’t buy happiness has obviously never been to a garden centre. 
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Ask Dr. Fill 

Dear Dr. Fill                      
Peonies have always been 
my favourite flower in the 
garden.  I grow a lot of 
them and when they’re in 
bloom, I have bouquets of 
them all over  the house.  
I’ve been debating 
purchasing some tree 
peonies to prolong the 
bloom period but I’ve 
heard a lot of  people say 
that they are barely Zone 
hardy here and I gave up  
fussing with plants that 
need special care a long 
time ago. I’m curious to 
know what your thoughts 
are on tree peonies.  
Peony Lover 

Dear Peony Lover                 
Who doesn’t love peonies!  
There are so many 
different types available 
now that there’s a perfect 
one for every garden.  In 
fact, I’ll recommend one 
to you later that may 
make you forget all about 
tree peonies, but I’ll 
answer your questions 
about them first. Tree 
peonies certainly can be 
grown in Moncton and 
while they might require a 
bit of extra care, many 
are willing to do it for 
those gorgeous huge 
blooms. 

 It is true that they 
generally are less hardy 
than the herbaceous ones 
that you currently have – 
the ones that die back 
each fall. Strangely many 
gardeners report that  it 
varies a bit from one 
colour to another. Some 
seem much tougher than 
others!   It helps a lot  to 
make a  burlap tent 
around the bushes in late 
fall to prevent the stems 
from drying out due to 
winter winds and cold 
temperatures. This can 
decrease winter dieback, 

which admittedly is not 
uncommon. However, I  
have been surprised to 
find that a tree peony 
which I thought had 
definitely died over the 
winter did come back to 
life. It may not bloom that 
year, but don’t give up on 
them if you don’t tent 
them in the winter! 

Another  complaint that 
you may have heard is 
that while they are 
supposed to be self 
supporting, that this isn’t 
always the case.  
However I’m guessing 
that you are willing to put 
peony rings on your other 
peonies, so providing 
some type of support for 
the blooms on a tree 
peony isn’t that much 
different.   Let’s not forget 
– their blooms can 
literally be the size of a 
dinner plate.  That’s a lot 
of weight for a stem to 
support! 

Another issue is far more 
rare, but I’ll mention it 
anyway.  Tree peonies are  
grafted on rootstocks of 
herbaceous peonies, and 
occasionally the rootstock 
sends up a stem with 
leaves noticeably different 
from the tree peony. If 
you’ve ever grown grafted 
roses, you’re familiar with 
this problem. You would 
need to cut out any rogue 
stems coming from below 
ground as low as possible, 
otherwise they can 
overwhelm the grafted 
plant above, in the same 
way that grafted roses 
sometimes have to have 
their root sprouts pulled 
out.  I can tell you that 
I’ve had a tree peony for 
many years and I’ve 
never seen a sapling 
coming up from the 
rootstock, and I wouldn’t 
let that possibility deter 
you from buying one. 

All of those minor details 
can’t detract from the 
beauty of tree peony 
blooms.   The blooms are 
enormous and come in a 
wide array of spectacular 
colours.  And as an added 
bonus, unlike herbaceous 
peonies, tree peony 
flower buds don’t produce 
the sticky honeydew sap 
that attracts ants to other 
peonies.  Since you said 
you love cutting them to 
bring indoors, this might 
be a major plus for you! 

If you think you might try 
growing one, here’s a few 
helpful tips.  Since they 
like near neutral pH, don’t 
use a lot of highly acidic 
peat moss to increase 
drainage in your soil.  Use 
a more neutral compost 
or leaf mold to fluff up 
your soil if it’s heavy clay. 
The good news is that our 
local clay soil usually has 
a good iron content and 
tree peonies offer suffer 
from iron deficiency in 
other locations. But the 
drainage issue does need 
to be dealt with. They can 
grow in the same spot for 
100 years so start them 
off with really good, rich 
well draining soil.  

Tree peonies also prefer a 
spot where they do not 
have to compete with 
roots from other shrubs or 
trees so try to plant them 
in beds with other 
perennial flowers rather 
than other shrubs.  New 
tree peony plants should 
be planted in spring or 
fall, not during the heat of 
summer. They can be 
slow at first to get 
established, sometimes 
taking up to three years 
to grow much or bloom. 
Like all peonies, they 
aren’t fond of being 
transplanted, so find the 
perfect spot before you 
head to your nursery.  
And don’t crowd it with 

other plants – give it 
room to grow! 

Plant them at the right 
depth. As you no doubt 
know, if you plant 
herbaceous peonies too 
deep, they won’t bloom. 
And you’ll get the same 
sad results from tree 
peonies if you plant them 
too shallow. For bare-root 
herbaceous plants, like 
the ones you already 
grow, you need to 
position the top eye (or 
bud) 1 to 2 inches 
beneath the soil’s surface. 
Tree peonies, on the other 
hand, perform better 
when planted deep. The 
graft point of a bare-root 
tree peony should be 
between 4 and 6 inches 
below the surface.  

The only other really 
major difference in care is 
that, of course, while you 
always cut back your 
herbaceous peonies in the 
fall, you never cut back 
your tree peony. Only 
prune it to remove dead 
twigs or branches that 
may get winter killed.  

Like all peonies, they are 
fairly heavy feeders – 
especially iron and 
phosphate - so giving 
them a little bone meal in 
the fall  is a good idea 
and add some compost 
each spring. If needed,  
fertilize  with some 5-10-
5 or a fertilizer labelled as 
“rose food”.   Like other 
peonies, they can be 
susceptible to fungal 
diseases, so it’s best to 
water them directly at the 
root zone.  

They’re not easy to find, 
but if you’re willing to 
hunt for them, there is a 
variety of tree peony 
known as the Gansu tree 
peonies that are 
incredibly hardy  and 
much faster growing.  And  

 



There are no happier people than plant lovers, and none more generous than those who garden. ~ Ernest Wilson   
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Ask Dr. Fill (cont’d) 

they flower profusely 
even in areas that don’t 
get a lot of sunlight. 

If you’re not willing to 
wrap your tree peonies in 
the fall, there is another 
option you might want to 
consider.  Recently a new 
peony has hit the local 
market –the intersectional 
peony, more commonly 
known as  the Itoh 
peony.   While it was first 
developed back in the 
1940’s they’re just 
showing up in local 
nurseries now.  

The Itoh is a hybrid 
created by crossing a tree 
peony with an herbaceous 
peony. These peonies 
produce tree peony 
flowers and leaves on 
plants that behave like 
herbaceous peonies, 
dying down to the ground 
in winter and popping up 
again each spring, so no 
worry about winter kill! 

A mature plant will 
produce an incredible 
number of dinner-plate 
sized flowers on strong 
short stems.  Again, they 
are advertised as not 
needing staking, but you 
may want to support 
them to keep their 
spectacular blooms facing 
upwards.  They tend to 
come into bloom as your 
other peonies are fading 
and also make great cut 
flowers.  They tend to 
remain in bloom 
significantly  longer than 
your traditional peony as 
new buds continue to be 
produced over many 
weeks. It is not 
uncommon to have a seed 
pod forming on a plant 
that still has buds that are 
waiting to open. These 
plants are not fertile and 
therefore will not produce 
viable seeds. They do, 

however, come in yellow 
and gold colours that 
aren’t available in 
standard peonies. 

Itohs have another great 
advantage! They are  less 
susceptible to powdery 
mildew than your 
herbaceous peonies,  and 
less susceptible to 
botrytis blight than their 
tree peony parents. Itoh 
peonies  are quite 
compact so perfect for a 
mixed perennial bed.  
They grow to about two 
and a half  feet tall by 
about 3 feet wide. Bare-
root Itoh plants are more 
forgiving on planting 
depth than herbaceous 
peonies, but don’t plant 
the top eye deeper than 3 
inches. 

As with any peony you 
grow, the first spring you 
may only get a few 
flowers, or possibly even 
none at all. This is normal 
as the plant is putting 
most of its energy into 
creating roots and shoots. 
Give it time and the 
blooms will come. And as 
with all peonies, keep 
them mulched to reduce 
any weeds stealing their 
nutrients. 

Thanks for the great 
question, and enjoy your 
peony shopping.                
Dr. Fill 

         

A Weed Free Garden 
By: Mariette Lanteigne 
Sharpe 

It is a well-known fact 
that you cannot make a 
beautiful garden by sitting 
with your feet up in the 
gazebo, so let’s dig out 
our tools from the shed 
and let's dig!   I just can't 
wait to get my hands dirty 

in my flower and 
vegetable gardens.  

  If you know me, you will 
know that I really like to 
maintain a clean house 
and also a tidy garden.  In 
the Spring, I always 
divide a lot of perennials, 
plant new ones and I also 
like to banish all weeds 
from my flower beds.  It 
is quite a challenge now 
because I started to have 
sore knees a couple of 
years ago.  The cause 
could have been the 
weeding of many potato 
fields that we grew on the 
farm, to sell at my 
parents General Store, all 
the floors that I used to 
wash by hand and on my 
knees a long time ago, or 
just simply because that's 
what happens when you 
get older!  So now, no 
more weeding on my 
knees, I just lean over.  
But just for a short period 
of time as I get a sore 
back when I spend long 
periods of time weeding.  
Like I say often, I hate to 
get old!  

  Hand-picking and 
cultivation with a hoe are 
the simple answers to 
weed control.  I don't use 
any landscape fabric, 
mulches, herbicides, etc. 
to control the weeds.  I 
just grab my hoe and get 
the job done and enjoy 
every minute of it!  

  The only thing I don't 
enjoy, is spending long 
hours digging many white 
violets from my lawn from 
only one plant that was 
grown by a neighbor a 
long time ago.  So, I 
would like to suggest to 
new gardeners who just 
joined our club and are 
just starting gardening, to 
be careful not to get an 
invasive plant like 
pansies, white or purple 
violets, or Ajuga plants.  

They look very beautiful 
in the Spring but they 
spread easily. On my 
street, there are many 
lawns completely invaded 
with Ajuga and violet 
plants because the house 
owner just simply didn't 
control the plants or 
because birds dropped the 
plant seeds everywhere.  
So be careful before you 
buy a plant, ask if the 
plant is an invasive one or 
spreads easily.  

  Last year, 59 members 
and guests came to the 
plant sale at the May 
meeting.  It is always a 
fun evening, listening to 
Jim's excellent auction 
skills, his funny jokes, 
getting a plant you don't 
have or just simply 
enjoying the evening with 
your gardening friends.  
Hope to see you there.   

  Hope you enjoy the 
following joke.    A Newfie 
woman was terribly 
overweight, so the Doctor 
put her on a diet.  "I  
want you to eat regularly 
for 2 days, then skip a 
day, then eat regularly 
again for 2 days then skip 
a day.  Repeat this 
procedure for two weeks.  
The next time I see you, 
you should have lost at 
least 5 pounds."   

  When the Newfie 
returned, she shocked the 
doctor by having lost 
nearly 60 lbs!  

  "That's amazing!" the 
Doctor said, "Did you 
follow my instructions?"  
The Newfie nodded.  "I'll 
tell you though, bye 
jaesuz, I t'aut I were 
going to drop dead on dat 
tird day"  "From the 
hunger, you mean?"  
asked the Doctor.     "No, 
from all da friggin 
skippin"!   



                Don’t tell secrets in the garden! The potatoes have eyes, the corn has ears, and the beanstalk!   
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Plant Ginger! 

 Do you love ginger? If 
you have a deck that gets 
some morning sun, you’ve 
got the perfect spot to 
grow ginger in a 
container!  While you can 
start new ginger plants at 
any time of the year, 
spring is perfect because 
then you can set the 
plants outside for the 
summer and bring them 
back indoors before frost 
in the fall. 

Look for a plump section 
of ginger at the grocery 
store with  a root that has 
at least two eyes (little 
cone-shaped bumps). If 
you buy a large piece of 
root, slice it just like you 
would a cana lily rhizome, 
making sure there’s a little 
“eye” in each slice. Soak 
the pieces  in warm water 
for at least 10 hours – 
maybe longer.  Ginger 
roots that are sold in 
stores are coated with a 
growth inhibitor which 
prevents them from 
sprouting in the store, but 
this soaking treatment will 
remove it. 

After you’ve soaked your 
roots, take them out of 
the water and look for 
signs of little green growth 
sprouts. If you don’t see 
any, soak it for another 8 
hours or so. 

Fill a wide, shallow 
container with high-quality 
potting mix and plant the 
root two inches deep, with 
the green sprouts pointing 
up. Ginger roots grow 
horizontally, so you do 
need to find a wide 
container - more wide 
than it is deep. And it 
must have good drainage 
holes.  

You need to keep the 
soil moist but not wet. 
Place the pot in a bright 

spot, but not in direct sun, 
and expect to see sprouts 
coming through the soil in 
a few weeks. Fertilize your 
ginger plants every six to 
eight weeks, using fish 
emulsion, seaweed extract 
or other organic fertilizer. 

The pots need to be 
brought in before fall 
frosts, and then you can 
harvest fresh ginger all 
winter. Allow the plant to 
grow for three to four 
months before you begin 
digging down and 
harvesting pieces of the 
root as needed It’s worth 
noting that it will take 
about 8 months for your 
ginger plant to fully grow, 
but you can still harvest 
the ginger rhizomes after 
about 3 months. At this 
point, you can separate 
the rhizomes by pulling off 
a section of the plant. You 
can also transplant  these 
sections into new pots and 
grow them in indirect 
light.  If you follow these 
steps, you may literally 
never have to buy fresh 
ginger again! It is very 
happy growing in a pot in 
your house1 

To enjoy a bit of ginger, 
simply uncover a piece of 
rhizome, and trim off one 
of the finger-like 
extensions. Leave the rest 
of the root in the ground 
to continue growing. You 
can harvest ginger in this 
manner anytime you wish. 
However, you may find 
that you love it so much 
that you’ll need more than 
one container planted at a 
time! Then you can 
alternate snipping from 
your plants if you grow 
more than one. 

Before you eat ginger, you 
should rinse it and peel 
the skin off with a 
vegetable peeler. Then, 
you can enjoy your ginger 
freshly sliced or grated.  

Ginger is now known as 
one of the super foods. It 
offers instant relief to 
people suffering from a 
sore throat and common 
cold by adding fresh 
ginger to tea, or having it 
in juice, or mixing it with 
warm honey. Ginger also 
helps in digesting food 
and boosts metabolism 
and helps prevent nausea 
in pregnant women. Since 
it has anti inflammatory 
properties, ginger helps in 
reducing muscle aches 
and pain and it helps in 
lowering blood sugar 
levels.  So what are you 
waiting for?  Go plant 
some ginger! 

            

Another Reason To 
Garden!                             
Not that we need another 
reason to garden, as most 
of us can list a dozen 
reasons why we love it, 
but a recent research 
study says that gardening 
is just as good as going to 
the gym!  And it does 
some amazing things for 
your mental health, too!  
If you find it hard to fit in 
that 150 recommended 
minutes of exercise per 
week or if you  aren’t a 
fan of going to a gym, 
now experts say that we 
can reap the emotional 
and physical benefits of 
working out through a 
favorite leisure activity, 
like tending to our garden. 
A long-term study from 
researchers across the 
world—from China to the 
U.S. —tracked something 
called “leisure time 
physical activity,” done in 
varying weekly amounts, 
and compared it to the 
risks of various forms of 
death, including 

cardiovascular disease and 
cancer. 

The study is unusual 
because it took place over 
such a long period; the 
researchers used eleven 
years of data and nearly 
90,000 participants. The 
data all came from the 
National Health Interview 
Survey, an annual event 
done by the Centers for 
Disease Control and 
Prevention. 

That “leisure time physical 
activity” could include all 
sorts of stuff that’s more 
enjoyable than going to 
the gym, including 
gardening, dancing, and 
simply going for a walk. 
Compared to a sedentary 
lifestyle, doing these 
things for only 10 to 59 
minutes a week led to an 
18 percent lower risk of 
all-cause mortality—
basically, less chance of 
dying during the survey 
period. More physical 
activity even further 
decreased that risk; 150 
to 299 minutes of physical 
activity each week led to a 
31 percent decrease in all-
cause mortality. 

Gardening has been 
previously linked to 
positive health changes 
and has been linked to a 
decrease in depression, 
anxiety, and body mass 
index, along with 
increases in quality of life, 
life satisfaction, and a 
sense of community. 
Gardening has also been 
linked to huge benefits for 
the elderly, citing a 
reduction in falls, 
reduction in stress, and 
even reduced need for 
medications.   And to top 
it all off, you get 
vegetables and flowers!  
How cool is that! 

                

 



It’s not so much that I have a green thumb as that I have so many plants that when half of them die, no one ever notices!  
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Growing Cool 
Season Crops 

Sadly many people think 
that cool season crops 
mean they need to be 
planted the second there’s 
no snow left in your 
gardens.  But this just 
isn’t the case.  Even very 
cold-hardy vegetables do 
not grow much until soil 
temperatures rise above 
about 10°C.  If planted 
too soon, they often rot 
before they germinate.   
Low temperatures also  
make it difficult for the 
plant to use any of the 
soil based nutrients that it 
needs due to some pretty 
complicated chemistry.  
And research has shown 
that root-friendly fungi 
also become more active 
as temperatures in the 
root zone rise above 
15°C.  It’s also important 
to know that soil 
temperatures at this time 
of the year will vary a lot 
from garden to garden 
and from one part of a 
garden to another. 

Cool-season vegetables 
like soil temperatures 
from  13° to 21°C (55 to 
70°F) in the root zone. 
This means you need to 
measure the temperature 
10-15 cm  below the soil’s 
surface.  If you don’t have 
a soil thermometer, an 
old meat thermometer 
should have a probe long 
enough to test the 
temperature at this depth.   

There can often be a 10-
degree difference 
between the root zone 
temperature in the 
sunniest spot,  or inside a 
glass-topped cold frame, 
and the coldest areas– an 
open bed with a light 
growth of winter weeds.   
Experienced gardeners 
can use their hands and 
fingers to judge the soil 

temperature.  When 
they’re pulling out 
chickweed and  can feel 
the cold through their 
gloves, the soil 
temperature is probably 
below 10°C and it’s too 
soon to plant anything.   
Soil that has reached 
15°C no longer feels as 
cold, and  they consider 
this the perfect soil 
temperature for planting 
cool-season vegetables. 
Cool-season crops  
including many types of 
lettuce, kale, spinach,  
and peas,  should be 
planted so that they 
mature when the weather 
is still cool and before the 
summer heat hits. When 
warm weather arrives, 
many of these early crops 
tend to “bolt” or 
prematurely run to seed. 
They flourish in daytime 
temperatures lower than 
21°C so planting their 
seeds or transplants at 
the right time will help 
ensure a healthy harvest.  

Some plants, such as 
lettuce, radishes, and 
turnips, germinate and 
grow so rapidly that it's 
easy to sow their seeds 
directly into the ground. 
Others are more often 
started indoors. A very 
costly mistake is planting 
cool season crop 
seedlings without 
hardening them off first.  
Just because they are 
crops that will survive a 
late frost and cool roots, it 
does not mean that they 
are tough enough to 
survive going from your 
warm kitchen windowsill 
to a frosty night.  

 Leaves that developed 
under grow lights or  
florescent lights, or on a 
sunny windowsill, have 
thin tissues that don’t yet 
have a lot of chloroplasts 
– the sturdy, hard-

working cell organs in 
leaves that turn light into 
energy. A period of five 
days or so of hardening 
off, in which the plants 
are gradually exposed to 
more direct sunlight and 
moving air, stimulates the 
chloroplasts and the leaf 
and stem tissues that 
protect and support them.   

Gardeners who want to 
get a jump on the season 
often use cold frames, 
cloches or tunnels 
covered with row cover 
(garden fleece). These  
help to warm the soil and 
protect plants from cold 
and wind. Glass-topped 
frames are usually the 
first choice –the soil 
warms up quickly, and 
glass is hard to beat for 
protecting plants from 
late winter ice and snow 
which can snap off baby 
plants.    Low-growing 
arugula, lettuce, spinach, 
and escaroles are 
excellent cool-season 
crops to grow under 
movable glass-topped 
frames.  There are some  
disadvantages of glass 
frames - the soil inside 
the frames dries out 
quickly, and good 
ventilation must be 
maintained at all times. If 
you don’ t have a cold 
frame, you can always 
cover your young 
seedlings with plastic 
juice jugs that have had 
the bottoms cut out or 
even clear 2 litre pop 
bottles with the bottom 
cut off,  Leave the caps 
off for ventilation. 

 Cabbage family crops are 
often too big for many low 
frames by the time they 
are big enough to set out. 
Plastic ventilated cloches 
(including those made 
from milk jugs and the 
like) are great for an early 
start for cabbage, kale, 
broccoli and kohlrabi 

seedlings during their first 
weeks in the garden. 
Plastic cloches alone do a 
great job of protecting 
plants from cold and 
wind.   

Dedicated gardeners can 
get a great variety of 
cool-season vegetables 
growing vigorously 
several weeks before their  
last frost date.   

One final note: You may 
have experienced losing a 
crop to a late frost that 
was supposed to be a cool 
season crop. That’s often 
because technically there 
are two types of cool 
season crops. Some are 
hardy (tolerate late frosts 
quite well) and others are 
considered only semi-
hardy (they will tolerate 
a light frost but not an 
extended period of heavy 
frost several nights in a 
row).  And some crops do 
best when started indoors 
and some do best when 
started from seed. To 
avoid confusion, here is 
the breakdown. Hardy 
crops to start indoors 
include broccoli, Brussels 
sprouts, and cabbage. 
Hardy crops to start 
outdoors in the garden 
from seed include kale, 
kohlrabi, peas, radish, 
spinach, and turnip.  
Those that are only semi-
hardy to start indoors 
include cauliflower and 
celery.  Semi-hardy 
ones to start from seed 
in the garden include 
arugula, beets, carrots, 
endive, lettuce, and Swiss 
chard. 

 

 

Charles Darwin described 
the Venus Fly Trap as the 
most wonderful plant in 
the world. 

 

Did You Know? 
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Potting                           
Soil 

Ever notice that the cost 
of potting soil for your 
containers is way higher 
than the cost of the plants 
themselves? It might 
seem  odd , but many 
gardeners may not know 
what’s in that bag of 
potting soil. But once they 
learn, they often come to 
learn that they can save a 
LOT of money by making 
their own potting mixes id 
they have a lot of 
containers.   

The most important thing 
to understand about 
potting soil is that it 
doesn’t actually contain 
real soil. Potting soil is a 
soilless blend of 
ingredients used to grow 
plants. Whether you’re 
starting seeds, rooting 
cuttings, or growing patio 
containers and hanging 
baskets, potting soil is the 
ideal growing medium for 
containerized plants. All 
good-quality potting 
mixes, including 
homemade potting soils, 
have a few things in 
common.  They are much 
better draining than most 
“real” garden soil, and 
they are certainly more 
lightweight.   But most of 
all, whether you buy them 
or mix them yourself, you 
can have exactly the  right 
type of soil for the plants 
you intend to grow – 
whether they are cactus 
or vegetables or annuals. 

You can buy (or make) 
lighter, finer-textured 
mixes which are perfect 
for  starting seeds and 
rooting cuttings or you 
can have mixes  
containing a high 
percentage of shredded  
bark which are best for 
potted trees and shrubs. 
And of course, there’s 

sandy or gravely mixes for 
cactus and succulents.  

If you are only growing a 
few of each category 
(annuals, perennials, and 
vegetables)  the best fit is 
a general, all-purpose 
potting mix – one that’s 
suitable for growing lots of 
different kinds of plants. 

The main ingredient  of 
most potting soils is the 
peat moss.  It is fairly 
inexpensive and very light 
weight. Once it’s moist, it 
can hold water fairly well 
but it also has its 
downsides.  It’s very low 
in available nutrients  (i.e. 
next to none) and it has 
an acidic pH, typically 
ranging between 3.5 and 
4.5. Limestone is added to 
peat-based potting mixes 
to help balance the pH.   
Gardeners who want to 
mix up their own potting 
mixes will usually buy 
bales of pure peat.  This 
means they’ll need to add 
limestone to raise the pH.  
The general 
recommendation is1/4 cup 
of crushed limestone for 
every 6 gallons of peat 
moss.  One other issue 
with peat is that while it 
does hold water once it’s 
damp, it actually repels 
water when it’s dry and it 
will shrink away from the 
edge of the container if it 
ever dries out.  This 
means that if your 
containers dry out, the 
peat moss will repel  
water and  it will often run 
down the inside of the 
container and out the 
bottom and your plant 
roots remain bone dry.  

A slightly more expensive 
alternative to peat is coir 
fiber, a by -product of the 
coconut industry.  While 
peat moss producers tend 
to advertise their peat as 
a sustainable crop, most 
environmentalists strongly 

disagree and therefore 
some gardeners are now 
looking for more 
sustainable alternatives.  
Coir is not only more eco-
friendly, but also has 
other advantages.   It 
looks and acts a lot like 
sphagnum peat moss in 
both commercial and 
homemade mixes, but has  
more nutrients than peat 
moss and lasts even 
longer and the pH is close 
to neutral so there’s no 
need to add lime.  It is 
usually sold in compressed 
bricks so it’s easy to 
transport. 

Most gardeners know that 
those little white flecks in 
their bags of potting soil 
are perlite, but many 
don’t know what perlite is, 
and that is a shame 
because it’s actually pretty 
cool!  Perlite is a mined, 
volcanic rock. When it’s 
heated to VERY high 
temperatures, it expands,  
and pops almost like 
popcorn, making it look   
like small flecks of 
Styrofoam.   It is 
lightweight and sterile and 
is in mixes primarily to aid 
in drainage.  It can hold 3 
to 4 times its weight in 
water and then slowly 
release it as plants need 
it. You can easily find bags 
of perlite in good garden 
centres to add to your 
homemade mixes.  

If you have noticed little 
shiny flecks of metallic 
looking material in your 
bags of potting soil, that 
was vermiculite. It’s 
another fascinating 
mineral that occurs in 
sheets that can be peeled 
apart.  Like perlite, it’s 
mined and heated up until 
it expands and the layers 
separate making very light 
weight particles. You can 
buy bags of it and add 
some to your homemade 
mixes if you want to 

increase their water 
holding capacity.  The 
drops of water get trapped 
in the layers, and then 
slowly release into the 
soil.  Vermiculite is better 
to add to a homemade 
potting soil recipe if you 
are starting seeds as the 
particles are much smaller 
than particles of perlite, 
which can be hard for a 
new root to shove aside.  

Some commercial mixes 
contain synthetic 
fertilizers.  If you want to 
create your own mixes, 
you’ll want to add some 
type of plant food as peat 
and the other ingredients 
mentioned above don’t 
provide any nutrients.   
Homemade compost is the 
best choice – it offers 
nutrients, and holds 
moisture. It also contains  
billions of beneficial 
microbes.   You could also 
add some well rotted 
manure, some bone meal, 
or a complete organic 
granular fertilizer. The 
only time you won’t want 
to add compost to your 
soil mix is when you 
intend to use the mix to 
start seedlings.  It’s a bit 
too heavy for that – you 
want seed starter to be 
light and fluffy and not 
nutrient rich.  You can 
definitely add leaf 
compost to your mix if 
you made that last year.  
It’s perfect for seed 
starting! 

Experimenting with 
making your own potting 
mixes can be fun and 
rewarding.   In general, it 
should be light and fluffy, 
with a well-blended 
mixture of ingredients. 
When it’s dried out, it 
should not shrink 
significantly or pull away 
from the sides of your 
containers. Mixing your 
own potting soil blend is 
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Potting Soil 

easy, and it means you 
have complete control 
over the contents. You can 
make it in a wheelbarrow, 
or just in a large bucket. 
Just be sure it’s really well 
mixed and moisten it well 
before you plant.   

The following  is a great 
recipe for a good, all 
purpose soil mix for 
flowers and vegetables.  
Use gallon buckets to 
easily measure the 
ingredients. It can easily 
be halved or doubled or 
changed to make the 
amount you’ll need.   Mix 
6 gallons of sphagnum 
peat moss or coir fiber,   4  
gallons of perlite, 6 
gallons of compost, 1/4 
cup lime (if using peat 
moss) and 1/2   cup of a 
good granular complete 
organic fertilizer.    If the 
ingredients seem 
expensive, compare the 
cost to buying the 
equivalent  amount of  
commercial potting soil.  
You will definitely save 
money if you have a lot of 
containers!!!     For an 
easier mix, just make 
your own triple mix by 
adding one part garden 
soil, one part compost and 
one part peat moss.  Mix 
it thoroughly in a 
wheelbarrow.   

 

Perennial Of The 
Month                          
If you’ve been reading this 
column for years and just 
wishing that you could 
grow some of the 
suggested plants, but 
knew that they wouldn’t 
tolerate your wet soil, this 
month you’re in luck!   
The botanical name is  
Andromeda polifolia , but 
the common name is Bog 
rosemary. The name 

says it all. It demands 
consistently wet to moist 
soil. 
It is a low evergreen 
woody perennial (some 
would say shrub) that can 
serve as a year-round 
foliage ground cover in 
our climate and it is very 
happy in  sites with poor 
drainage. It is native to 
acidic bogs of  northern 
North America and 
northern Europe and Asia.  
It is hardy to Zone 3 and 
loves our naturally acidic 
soil.   If the plant tag tells 
you to use acidifying 
fertilizers, you can likely 
ignore that suggestion.  
Our native soil here is 
typically plenty acidic to 
keep it happy.   That 
advice is really intended 
for those  living in areas 
with very sweet soil.  

Its gorgeous pale pink bell 
shaped spring flowers are 
a bonus.  It  needs full 
sun to part sun for good 
bloom.  The leaves 
resemble those of 
rosemary which explains 
the plant’s common name. 
They are narrow and 
needle-like and  bluish 
green in colour with a 
silvery underside, making 
it a great front of the 
border plant to 
compliment taller flowers 
in behind.  One variety, 
‘Blue Ice’ , is really noted 
for its blue leaf colour and 
it’s also the one that 
you’re most apt to find in 
local nurseries.  It  can 
grow anywhere from 8 to 
30 inches tall (typically 
about a foot tall) and it 
creeps by underground 
stems to form wide 
patches, but is not 
considered invasive at all.  
It can very easily be 
controlled. 

If you have a sunny spot 
with wet soil, then bog 
rosemary might be the 

perfect plant for you, and 
that has earned it the title 
of April’s Perennial of the 
Month. 

 

Growing Beets    
There are so many 
reasons to grow beets 
that every gardener needs 
to find a spot for at least a 
few.  Chefs at some of the 
best restaurants are huge 
fans of beets. For a tasty 
salad, they might combine 
sliced cooked beets, 
chopped apples, and 
toasted walnuts with fresh 
greens or  roast them with 
orange, ginger, and a 
touch of tarragon. They 
even add freshly cooked, 
pureed beets to chocolate 
cake or brownie batter 
which makes the cake 
extra-moist and a truly 
healthy treat. 
Luckily, there's an easy 
way to have a lot of young 
greens and still keep 
plants in the garden long 
enough to produce plenty 
of mature beets for later. 
The secret is to plant 
beets in fairly thick wide 
rows. They also need a 
soil that is not too acidic, 
so avoid areas where 
you’ve added a lot of peat 
moss to fluff up your clay 
soil, or plant them in an 
area that you regularly 
lime in the fall to get a pH 
of around 6. 

They need a light, well-
draining soil and rocks 
and anything that can 
interfere with the root 
development should be 
removed. Beets need 
boron to prevent black 
heart. You can provide 
boron by using seaweed 
extract fertilizer. To 
prevent deformed roots, 
you also need to keep the 
area free of weeds. 

You’ll also need to plant 
them early in the season – 
about two to four weeks 
before the last frost-free 
date if your soil is 
workable. In our part of 
the world, that means 
planting in mid May if 
spring weather is good.  
(Beets can survive light 
frosts and don’t like it 
when temperatures go 
above the low 20’s). You 
need to keep your beets 
well watered or they will 
be  woody, with discolored 
flesh and very bitter 
leaves. Mulch will help a 
lot to keep soil moist and 
keep beets cool and 
prevent woodiness. 

After the seedlings are up, 
thin them  and you can 
start gathering your 
greens when the plants 
are about 15 cm (6 
inches) tall.  Pull up the 
entire plant, and if there's 
a small beet on the 
bottom, so much the 
better. Cook it right along 
with the greens for added 
flavour.  Just remember to 
leave some of the other 
tops in place to allow the 
red beet root to develop 
to harvest later. 

Beet greens aren’t just 
delicious – they’re nearly 
off the scale for nutrition! 
On a scale of 1 to 100, 
nutritionists rate beet 
greens at 92; they are a 
nearly complete food 
packed with essential 
vitamins and nutrients.  

Beet greens are most 
nutritious and taste best 
when they're harvested 
young and tender. Stringy 
beet greens result when 
the beet tops have been 
allowed to grow too tall. 
As they mature, the 
leaves toughen and the 
stems become stringy. If 
you choose to use more 
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Growing Beets  
mature beet tops for 
beet greens, trim away 
the stems and use just 
the leaves. The flavour 
isn’t quite as good, but 
older beet tops are still a 
good source of vitamins 
and minerals. 
The first trick to good 
beet greens is a 
thorough wash in cold 
water to dislodge any 
remaining soil. Then look 
closely for any tiny white 
patches on leaves that 
may indicated insects 
inside the leaves, and 
discard them. 

If your beet greens have 
small beets, trim the 
beet from the greens--
but leave at least 1/2 
inch of the stems 
attached to the beet; 
otherwise the red colour 
in the beet will leach into 
the water and the beet 
will lose its bright red 
appearance. 

There are many great 
beet varieties available, 
but if you’re a lover of 
greens more than the 
beets themselves, try 
'MacGregor's Favorite', 
which produces narrow, 
spear-shaped red leaves 
but no beet root.  If you 
don't have a sunny spot 
in your garden, plant 
them anyway — beets 
still produce a lot of leafy 
greens in partial shade. 

If you prefer the beet 
roots, you could  try 
golden beets and striped 
varieties that are now 
popular. If you don't like 
the mess that comes 
with cooking with red 
beets, golden varieties 
are definitely worth a 
look. They are just as 
sweet (and sometimes 

sweeter) and don't 
bleed. 

Beets are also a good 
choice for containers. 
The containers should be 
30 cm (12 inches) deep 
and have good drainage. 
Be sure to keep the pot 
well watered and 
mulched, and during a 
long hot spell, you could 
move the pot to a shady 
spot during the heat of 
the day.  Small varieties 
of beets like "Mini Ball" 
and "Baby Ball" do 
especially well in 
containers. 

 

Growing Rhodos                   
The National 
Rhododendron Society 
offers this advice for 
rhodo growers. When 
thinking of how to grow 
beautiful plants, think of 
how they thrive in the 
wild. Rhododendrons use 
old leaves as nutrient 
storage sites. As 
nutrients are used in 
growth and storage sites 
are emptied, old leaves 
fall off. Most will hold 
leaves into their third 
flush or third year and on 
occasion into the fourth. 
"Read" your rhodo-
dendron by identifying 
the number of flushes of 
leaves. Three flushes 
mean the plant is in good 
condition; two flushes 
mean the plant is getting 
hungry; one flush means 
the plant is very hungry 
or sick. If leaves are 
smaller than normal the 
plants were fertilized too 
late in the season. If the 
leaves are large, the  
plant is normal. If the 
leaves are excessively 
large and  stems are 
very long, too much 
fertilizer, probably  
nitrogen, was given. 

Society News                   
A huge hats off to Gerry 
and Judy  for bringing in 
their yummy maple 
cones for our March 
meeting.  What a treat! 
Hats off to Claudia for 
chairing our March 
meeting when Elaine was 
travelling for business 
and to Gerry for stepping 
up to the plate and 
offering to take the 
minutes at our March 
meeting.   Members are 
reminded  that our club 
needs a new secretary  
as Connie has had to 
step down for personal 
reasons.  No experience 
necessary  - just a desire 
to help out.  Let anyone 
on our executive know if 
you can help! 

Remember that our May 
meeting will be our 
annual plant auction so 
start thinking about what 
you can donate. And we 
will be having a rhubarb 
themed lunch that 
evening so bring along a 
few muffins or a loaf or a 
crisp or some cookies –
anything made with 
rhubarb - that yummy 
spring treat! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gardening Chuckle               
An elderly gardener was 
walking out of a garden 
centre when she saw a 
sign on the building next 
door that said, “Student 
loans available here.”  
She walked in and said, 
“I’d like to borrow one 
for the next few weeks 
that’s about 21 and who 
has a good strong back.” 

                

Did You Know?             
NASA is studying a 
number of vegetables to 
see what ones could be 
grown in a contained 
environment for future 
missions to Mars or 
beyond.  So far, the best 
contenders are lettuce, 
spinach, strawberries, 
chives, and potatoes. 

The Sugar Snap Pea is 
considered a breeding 
triumph, crossing the 
much loved snow pea 
which wrinkles and curls 
and becomes less sweet 
and crunchy as it ages 
with the thick shelled  
podded pea, creating a 
pea with an edible pod 
and a great crunch.  
Those who grow them 
once often refuse to 
grow any other pea! 

 

 

Our newsletter is generously sponsored by MacArthur’s Nurseries.  
Visit them today for all your gardening needs. 

MacArthur’s Nursery                 
232 McLaughlin Drive        

859-2727 

 

  

Open 7 days a week! 

Great variety of seeds and seeding supplies now  in 
stock. Our farmer’s market offers fresh produce 

and home baking and our gift cards are the perfect 
gift for the gardener on your list 


