
              When friends ask why I work so hard in my garden when I could be golfing ,sailing or just relaxing, I 
simply pass them a vine ripened tomato, wait a moment, and then ask them when they intend to start planting.                     
~ J. Boyce   ……………………………….                                 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Branching Out 
 

The WHS welcomes new 
members and meetings 
are typically held at 
7:00 PM on the fourth 
Tuesday of each month 
at the Mapleton Park 
Rotary Pavilion. Of 
course, during this time 
of physical distancing, 
our meetings are all on 
hold. But with so many 
people now at home, 
this might be a good 
time to advise your 
gardening friends that 
they can check out our 
newsletter on our 
website. They can find 
us on Facebook or check 
our website for 
upcoming events and to 
find out when our 
meetings resume.  

 
From The Editor          
You’re going to notice 
that this month’s issue 
is a bit longer than 
normal. There’s two 
reasons for that. 1) Like 
everyone, I’m stuck at 
home and once I got 
over the “let’s try a new 
recipe” phase and the 
“let’s clean everything” 
phase and the “let’s 
watch movies we didn’t 
get to see” phase, I got 
bored and entered the 
“let’s research gardening 
topics” phase. 2) In the 
regular issues, I try to 
keep the articles fairly 
short so that I can 
include several different 
topics, and stay within 

the 8 page limit. But 
since we don’t have the 
cost of printing this 
month, I’ve included one 
fairly lengthy article on 
slugs – including how to 
build an electric fence to 
keep out slugs! 
Apparently it really 
works! 

It’s   very frightening to 
write these words, but 
as I’m writing this issue, 
it is impossible to say 
when our next meeting 
will be. In the pre-
Covid-19 days, we were 
planning to enjoy our 
annual spring potluck 
this month. Instead, we 
were all unable to even 
invite family to share 
Easter dinner in our 
homes.    But our 
physical distancing 
practices worked, and 
hopefully we’ll be able to 
return to a somewhat 
normal routine soon. 
I hope that our 
members are all 
remaining healthy 
through this scary time.  
And I hope that soon 
we’ll all be able to be 
out enjoying some 
beautiful spring 
weather.   

I’m curious to know if 
other members, like me, 
decided to return to 
growing young seedlings 
indoors because of the 
stay at home rules.  
After doing it for many 
years, I had stopped a 
while back as it was 
becoming a chore rather 
than a joy.  We couldn’t 

go away for a few days 
because our seedlings 
needed to be watered.   
We don’t have a 
greenhouse, so every 
morning we would lug 
flats of seedlings outside 
and every evening we’d 
bring them all back in as 
there was a risk of frost. 

 But when we could no 
longer travel because of 
the virus pandemic, it 
seemed like the perfect 
time to try it again.  So 
my office is now filled 
with trays of seedlings 
under grow lights.  I 
must admit, it has been 
a lot of fun to watch 
them all popping up and 
growing.  

And I’m sure I’m not 
alone in wondering what 
this year’s gardening 
season will be like.  
There likely won’t be the 
fun trips with a carload 
of friends to visit a new 
garden centre and fight 
over the one stunning 
new rose left on the 
shelf.  We likely won’t 
be visiting botanical 
gardens on vacation.  
Will likely won’t be 
holding WHS garden 
tours to see what 
everyone’s growing. Will 
there be nurseries open 
to get the new shrub 
we’ve wanted since we 
saw it in a magazine? 
For now, there’s no way 
to know – some have 
announced they won’t 
be opening, but others 
will.  But I do hope that 
we all are able to get 

out and enjoy the solace 
that only a garden can 
provide. As we see our 
plants popping up and 
see the blooms on those 
bulbs we buried last fall 
it’s a great reminder 
that life is cyclical.  I’m 
sure that you all miss 
the fellowship of our 
little gardening club as 
much as I do,  but soon 
we will be back together 
again. Until then, happy 
gardening!                
Laura Sarson 
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I think I have enough plants…. Said no gardener ever. 
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Ask Dr. Fill 

Dear Dr. Fill   .  .                          
Last spring I had flower 
buds form on my peonies, 
but they don't open. A 
neighbour told me it was 
because I didn’t have ants 
on them to help open 
them,  but I know that the 
ant story is a myth.  Would 
you know what might have 
caused my lack of bloom 
and whether there might 
be something I could be 
doing this spring to insure 
it doesn’t happen again.            
Sincerely    
Bloomless 

Dear Bloomless,    .                        
I can imagine how 
disappointing that must 
have been as few flowers 
can rival a peony in full 
bloom. There are several 
possible explanations why 
peony buds fail to open. 
You are correct that ants 
are not one of them, 
despite the fact that this is 
still often tossed around as 
a fact. They are simply 
there to drink the sweet 
nectar. It would be helpful 
to know if these are 
peonies that had bloomed 
well in the past, but have 
stopped blooming, or if 
they are new plants that 
had never bloomed. 

Peonies bloom best in full 
sun.  If yours are growing 
in an area where they are 
getting some partial shade, 
the plants become weak 
and may not be able to 
supply adequate food to 
the developing buds.  As a 
result, the under nourished 
buds don’t develop fully. It 
could be that the plant got 
enough sun in early spring 
to generate the buds but a 
nearby tree grew back its 
leaves and the sun was 
then blocked.  

If that sounds like a 
possibility, you should 
consider moving them in 
the fall – the best time to 

transplant them – or 
perhaps removing a few 
limbs of nearby trees if 
that is what is casting 
shade.    

How much have you fed 
your plants? It’s possible 
that your soil isn’t rich 
enough to allow the bud to 
force itself open. They love 
to have a nice top dressing 
of compost each year.  
They also like being fed a 
liquid fertilizer like a 
seaweed extract.  

 Fungal diseases, such as 
Botrytis blight, also infect 
peony buds and keep them 
from opening.  Infected 
buds turn brownish black 
and wither, so you likely 
would have noticed that.  
Fungal diseases are most 
common during cool, wet, 
spring weather.  A 
thorough fall clean up is 
the most effective means 
of controlling botrytis 
blight and other peony 
diseases.  Cut off peony 
foliage at ground level in 
fall.  Remove the diseased 
plant debris from the area 
and destroy it (don’t 
compost it). 

It’s also possible that the 
flower buds may have 
been damaged by a late 
freeze.  While the plants 
themselves can tolerate a 
light freeze, the buds are 
more susceptible to cold 
injury.  Unfortunately, little 
can be done to avoid this 
problem, short of planting 
your peonies in an area 
that isn’t prone to frosts 
(such as a low spot in your 
yard) or throwing a sheet 
over your plants if you 
know frost is in the 
forecast. If it was the cold 
temperatures that 
prevented your buds from 
opening, the buds usually 
take on a reddish 
appearance (but do not 
become brown and papery 
– a sign that it was  
botrytis blight – not frost). 

I’m surprised that your 
neighbour who suspected a 
lack of ants was the 
problem didn’t also 
suggest that your peonies 
are planted too deeply.  
This isn’t quite as untrue 
as the ant myth, but it is 
often suggested by well 
meaning gardeners.   This 
idea might be considered a 
“semi-myth”. It is true that 
they don’t like their buds 
buried too deeply. 
However, peony breeders 
and growers will be quick 
to say that they plant 
thousands of bare roots 
each year and they are not 
measuring the depth very 
closely! Peonies can 
literally “fix” this issue on 
their own! 

Peonies produce dormant 
buds (called 'eyes') at the 
base of each stem, 
typically in August. These 
dormant 'eyes' are what 
will produce your new 
peony bush  the following 
spring. When planting, you 
do want to try to  plant 
those visible eyes   no 
more than two inches 
below the soil surface. If 
you are in doubt about the 
planting depth of  your 
established bush, you can 
carefully scrape the soil 
around a few stems in the 
fall to check the depth of 
the young 'eyes' at the 
base of each stem.  

Commercial growers who 
specialize in peonies insist 
that peony roots have a 
tendency to self-correct 
their planting depth by 
producing dormant eyes at 
the proper depth as they 
mature – UNLESS you’ve 
planted them FAR too 
deeply. They say that 
digging up a peony that 
isn’t blooming so that you 
can replant it more 
shallowly will typically 
delay the bloom for more 
years than leaving it to 
“self adjust” and form new 
buds closer to the surface.  

It might take your peony a 
year or two to “self adjust” 
its roots and grow new 
buds that are closer to the 
surface so that the plant 
can produce bloom. It 
might take 3 or 4 years for 
it to bloom if you dig it up 
and replant it! 

Hopefully one of these 
possibilities will ring true in 
your case.  Good luck and 
hopefully you’ll have 
beautiful blooms very 
soon!                       
Sincerely,                           
Dr. Fill 

 

Proven Winners 

 

 

If you’ve ever shopped in a 
nursery or garden centre, 
you’ve definitely seen the 
recognizable Proven 
Winner Label on many 
plants. But have you ever 
wondered just what it 
means?  You’ll see it on 
plants in competing chain 
stores and nurseries. You’ll 
see it on annuals and on 
perennials.  You’ll see it in 
Canada and in the U.S.  So 
just what does a plant 
have to do to have one of 
those labels attached to 
the pot?  Just exactly who 
decided that it was a 
proven winner? 

The Proven Winners is a 
cooperative that  is made 
up of an international team 
of horticultural experts. 
The founding members 
came together in 1992 to 
form the Proven Winners 
brand. The founding 
members wanted to bring 
together breeders and 
growers from around the 
world to provide quality 
plant material and  Cont’d 

 

 



A cooked tomato, like a cooked oyster, has been ruined. ~A. Simon 
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Proven Winners  
innovative ideas. They 
would brand their plants, 
just as Cocoa Cola brands 
its soft drink brand and 
Apple brands its 
electronics. They don’t 
spend money to advertise 
a particular rose or a new 
hybrid of a daylily – they 
advertise and market all 
of the roses and all of the 
daylilies that their 
members propagated that 
they deemed worthy of 
selling in their pots with 
their purple Proven 
Winners labels.  
There are now  a number 
of licensed propagators 
across North America. 
These businesses are 
responsible for producing 
the Proven Winners and 
Proven Selections plants 
and marketing them 
throughout the United 
States and Canada. The 
plants are  grown from 
material bred by a 
network of international 
breeders located 
throughout the world - 
South Africa, Germany, 
Holland, Japan, Australia, 
New Zealand, Spain, 
Poland, Italy, Great 
Britain, the U.S., and 
Canada. 

Every plant that is chosen 
to become a Proven 
Winner has passed a 
lengthy series of tests 
lasting 2-3 years to trial 
the varieties for 
performance in numerous 
greenhouse and garden 
performance situations. 
The members of this Co-
op say that very few 
varieties that were tested 
are ever selected to 
become Proven Winners. 
They say they literally 
search the world for 
vibrant flowering plants 
that they hope will be 
good performers.  They 
are tested for ease of 
growing, long bloom 

period, good bloom 
cover, and vigorous 
growth. They also claim 
to have made a 
commitment in 1992 
when the association was 
formed that they would 
have a sustainable 
production practice that 
would be environmentally 
friendly.  They point out 
that  a  plant with poor 
genetics requires more 
chemical fertilizers and 
pesticides to survive and 
perform. Their goal is to 
select plants which are 
clearly superior to others 
of their type in their  trial 
gardens  in Michigan, 
New Hampshire, 
California, Germany, 
Japan, and Florida. They 
hope that this selection 
process translates into 
better performance for 
the home owner with 
fewer chemicals needed. 
They promise their plants 
are more resistant to 
disease and insect pests, 
and have heat and 
humidity tolerance. All of 
which means they require 
fewer insecticides and 
fungicides, perform well 
at lower fertility levels, 
and overall are just 
tougher, “proven” 
performers. 

They also have a motto – 
start healthy – stay 
healthy.  In addition to 
strenuous testing for 
consumer performance, 
all Proven Winners plants 
are screened for  all plant 
disease and viral 
organisms.  They say this 
is not a fast or 
inexpensive process, but 
they insist that it’s 
necessary so that when 
the plants arrive at our 
local garden centers, they  
know they have done 
everything possible to 
assure their consumers of 
the healthiest plant 
possible.   

When Do I Plant? 

 

You've waited all winter 
to plant your vegetable 
garden and now the time 
is getting closer.  But just 
exactly when should you 
plant each crop?  We all 
know some seeds like 
cool soil and some need  
warmer soil, but just 
exactly what does that 
mean?  It’s important to 
understand this as the 
germination of your seeds 
and/or the health of your 
transplanted seedlings 
actually depend more on 
soil temperature than on 
air temperature.  And it’s 
not just an issue if the 
soil is too cold. Cool soil 
temperatures can 
certainly result in weak 
and slow growing 
seedlings for many crops, 
but it is also important 
not to plant seeds above 
the maximum range. 
Some seeds can literally 
bake in hot soils and will 
only germinate well  in 
cooler soil.                       

We can’t assume that 
because we’ve had a few 
warm spring days, it’s 
time to plant our early 
seeds. Soil warms MUCH 
more slowly than air. For 
a typical garden soil, the 
peak temperature at a 
depth of 5 cm will occur 
about an hour after the 
peak surface temperature 
of the soil has been 
reached, and it will be 
30% less than the soil on 
the surface that’s been 
warmed by the sun all 
day.    The soil 10 cm 
down won’t begin to 
warm up to its maximum 
temperature for that day 
until 3 hours after the sun 
has warmed the surface 
of the garden to its 
maximum for that day, 
and even then, it will be 

66% less than the surface 
temperature. So in other 
words,  soil at the surface 
might be 20°, which is 
what’s recommended for 
a  particular seed or 
plant, and still only be 
12° in the hole you will 
place the seeds or plants 
in. 

For the best results, you 
can use a garden soil 
thermometer, to check 
the soil temperature. 
Simply insert the 
thermometer to a depth 
of 5 cm or so. Wait three 
minutes (or as long as 
the instructions on your 
particular thermometer 
indicates),  and then take 
the reading.   Then use 
the list  below to see if 
it’s time to plant.   And if 
you don’t want to be this 
fussy or this technical, at 
least pay attention to 
which ones need warmer 
soil to germinate and wait 
longer to plant them! 

Remember that when 
seed packs say they need 
“warm” soil, that means it 
needs to be warm down 
to 5 or 7 cm deep – not 
just on the surface.     
And when seeds such as 
peas say they like cool 
weather and tolerate a 
late frost, that does NOT 
mean they’ll germinate 
well in cold soil. In fact, 
chances are good that 
most of them will rot 
before they germinate, 
and if they do germinate, 
it could take 3-4 weeks 
so you are much better 
off  if you wait until the 
soil is “cool” but not 
“cold”.  Peas CAN 
germinate in soil down to 
4°C but will take weeks to 
germinate, which means 
they are more prone to 
rotting or to disease or to 
being eaten by birds.  Pea 
seeds planted in soils 
with a temperature of 15°  

 



        There’s only two things that money can’t buy. That’s true love and home grown tomatoes.~ John Denver 
4 

 

 When Do I Plant? 

 

 take only about nine 
days to germinate which 
is the much better option.     
A cool-season vegetable 
like lettuce can 
germinate with soil 
temperatures just barely 
above freezing, but it’s 
best to wait till the soil is 
at least above 10°. If you 
plant lettuce seeds with 
soil temperatures just 
above freezing, they’ll 
develop slowly, and may 
take over a month to 
come up! But don’t wait 
until the soil temperature 
hits 21°, because even 
though the seeds might 
still germinate in soil that 
warm, the warm summer 
temperatures would 
hinder the subsequent 
plant growth.   

Another really 
important thing to keep 
in mind is that when soil 
temperatures are given, 
they  are meant to be 
taken early in the 
morning – not late in the 
day when the soil has 
warmed up, since that 
seed will be sitting in that 
soil at the early morning 
cool temperature. 

Outdoor air temperature 
also has some effect on 
the early growth of a 
crop.  For example, peas 
get off to their best start 
with an outdoor 
temperature of 13 to 18°.  
While some plants can 
recover from a “slow 
start” when the weather 
isn’t great, others usually 
don’t.  Pepper plants 
rarely recover from 
temperatures that are too 
cold or too hot (or from 
soil that is too wet or too 
dry) as young 
transplants.  When 

pepper plants are stunted 
as young transplants, it’s 
usually best to pull them 
and replant new ones.  
Tomato plants that were 
in cold soil will be far 
more susceptible to 
blossom end rot later on. 

In general, for most 
spring-seeded crops, soil 
temperatures warmer 
than 10°C are optimum 
for germination. Various 
crops, however, will 
germinate at lower 
temperatures. 

Canadian Departments of 
Agriculture recommend 
these soil temperatures –
the first number is the 
minimum where 
germination can occur, 
the second number is  
the optimum range for 
the best germination 
rates.                              
Celery: 4°; 21-23° 
Beans: 15°; 23-29° 
Beets:  4°;  23°                  
Carrots: 4; 23 -26°                
Cole Crops (cabbage, 
broccoli, etc.) 4; 18-29 
Cucumber: 15; 21-29° 
Lettuce 3°; 18°               
Onions 3°; 21-23°             
Peas: 5°;   18-21° 
Pumpkins: 15;   21-23 
Radish: 4; 18-21 
Spinach: 2°;  21                 
Swiss Chard: 4; 20° 

If you don’t have a soil 
thermometer, a good 
meat thermometer will 
work just fine if you have 
a fairly accurate digital 
one that reads 
temperatures down to 0°. 
Cheap ones are often off 
by as much as 10° which 
is too inaccurate for most 
seeds. 

Did You Know?           
An hour of moderate 
garden digging burns off 
about 300 calories, or 
one Tim’s Chocolate 
Glazed donut. (Ugh!)  

Don’t Want To 
Water? 

Have you wondered why 
some plants can handle 
intense sun and 
infrequent watering while 
others wilt when they go 
a day without a drink? If 
you’re a gardener who is 
always on the lookout for 
drought tolerant plants, 
there are some telltale 
signs that you can look 
for without even glancing 
at the plant tag.                       

Plants that can thrive in 
hot, dry conditions have 
some very specific 
characteristics that 
enable them to not only 
grow but thrive in 
semiarid to desert 
climates with sporadic 
water availability. These 
adaptations help to 
protect them from the full 
impact of the sun’s rays, 
limit the amount of water 
lost and make the most 
of what little water they 
receive. 

First, look for thick 
succulent leaves and 
stems. When people think 
of drought-tolerant 
plants, succulents 
immediately come to 
mind, and with good 
reason. Their fleshy 
leaves and stems are 
designed to store 
rainwater.  The succulent 
leaves  hold on to the 
water and release it back 
to the plant when water 
is scarce.  The popular 
Hens and Chicks and 
most of our sedums fall 
into this category.  So do 
the tough and hardy 
prickly pear cactus that 
are not only drought 
tolerant, but also cold 
tolerant down to Zone 4. 

If you grow these cactus, 
you know why they’re 
called prickly!  But did 

you know why they have 
those needle sharp 
spines? It’s not just to 
prevent them from being 
eaten by animals.  The 
spines also help cacti 
survive the intensity of 
the sun’s rays.   Spines 
are modified leaves that 
provide shade for cacti. It 
may seem that a small 
spine would add relatively 
little shade from the sun, 
but in large numbers, 
they do make a 
difference. The shade 
from the spines lowers 
the temperature on the 
surface, which reduces 
water loss. 

The next thing to look for 
is the colour of the 
leaves and the feeling of 
the leaves.  As for the 
colour, most of us are 
familiar with the  
blue/grey leaves of our 
drought tolerant plants 
like lavender, silver 
mound artemisia, globe 
thistle,  and snow in 
summer. Those colours 
are a good sign you won’t 
have to water your new 
plant a lot.  If you’ve 
ever visited a true desert 
garden in Arizona or the 
southwest, you’ll notice 
there’s lots of plants, but 
very few of them are 
bright green. Most leaves 
have shades ranging 
from medium blue-gray-
green all the way to gray.  
The gray colour  reflects 
the sun’s rays away from 
the leaf.  

The rough texture of 
plants such as creeping 
thyme  and woolly thyme 
also often indicate that 
they are happy in a dry 
soil. They also have that 
blue/grey foliage and 
since they are native to 
hot, dry Mediterranean 
regions, they are very 
content when you totally 
ignore them.          .                       
Cont’d Page 5 

  



                        When you look at a field of dandelions, you can either see a hundred weeds or a thousand wishes. 
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Don’t Want To 
Water?   

A cooler temperature at 
the leaf surface of any 
plant means that less 
water is lost to the 
atmosphere; a hotter 
temperature means more 
water evaporates from 
the leaves.   And on 
drought tolerant plants 
it’s not just the leaves 
that are hairy and rough 
– look for hairy stems 
and even flowers. 
Asclepias tuberosa 
(Butterfly Weed) is a very 
popular drought tolerant 
plant for Moncton 
gardens and it has those 
rough, hairy stems.  

Also notice the leaf size.  
When looking for 
drought-tolerant plants, 
keep an eye out for tiny 
leaves. Plants with large 
leaves can lose quite a bit 
of water from the large 
surface area that is 
exposed to the 
atmosphere. (Think about 
plants such as Ligularia 
that wilt if they go one 
day without water!)  As a 
result, you’ll often find 
that the leaves of 
drought-tolerant plants 
have small to tiny leaves 
(called leaflets), which 
are attached to a central 
stem, making up a 
compound leaf. Smaller 
leaves have less surface 
area and therefore less 
water loss. 

Another great choice for a 
Moncton gardener looking 
for drought tolerant 
plants is the plant called 
Pussytoes, that combines 
the blue/grey foliage, the 
hairy stems, and the tiny 
leaves to make it very 
happy in a dry area. It’s a 
gorgeous little evergreen 
groundcover that is very 

well behaved (it’s not a 
groundcover that spreads 
invasively) and it’s 
covered with pretty little 
pink flowers in the spring. 

In hotter climates, many 
plants have wax- or oil-
coated leaves. These 
leaves tend to have a 
shiny appearance from 
the wax or oil, which also 
helps reflect the sun’s 
rays and keep the surface 
temperature cooler.  
Leaves of that sort also 
serve the same purpose 
here in our climate, and 
many can tolerate a long, 
dry summer. 

The way leaves grow is 
another clue.  One of the 
most beautiful plants that 
is native to the New 
Mexico dessert that we 
can grow here in Moncton 
and that tolerates 
drought is the Yucca 
plant.  Those vertical 
leaves are another way 
that plants deal with 
drought. Most of our 
perennials have leaves 
arranged horizontally, 
with the top surface 
facing upward to receive 
full sun.  But plants with  
leaves arranged vertically 
so that the leaf’s surface 
faces to the side have 
evolved that way to limit 
water loss and to keep 
the leaf temperature 
cooler by making the 
most of morning and late-
afternoon sun, while 
avoiding the intense rays 
of the midmorning and 
afternoon sun. All prickly 
pear species of cactus 
that are  zone hardy here 
in Moncton have pads, 
which are modified 
leaves, arranged 
vertically. The pads would 
burn from the intense 
sunlight if the flat portion 
faced up, which is why 
you’ll always see prickly 

pear pads arranged 
vertically! 

Of course, it never hurts 
to check the plant tag on 
individual plants, but if 
there’s no tag, these 
traits are pretty good 
signs that you can go a 
lot longer without 
dragging out the hose! 

 

6 Composting 
Mistakes 

Really messing up your 
compost is hard to do.  If 
you throw a bunch of 
scraps and dead plants in 
a pile outdoors, it will 
break down eventually, 
even if you never look at 
it again.  But you could 
also end up with visits 
from unwanted critters  
and you might find that 
you’re waiting years for 
good compost to be 
created. So  if you aren’t 
having great luck with 
your compost pile, you 
may be making one of 
the  6 common mistakes 
that many gardeners 
make. A few small 
changes could lead to 
compost that is richer in 
nutrients and easier to 
maintain.    

Mistake # 1: You Don’t 
Cover Up Food Scraps   

There are three important 
reasons to cover up food 
scraps when you add 
them in your pile: 1) so it 
doesn’t get smelly, 2) so 
the raccoons and other 
wildlife don’t come 
knocking, and 3) to 
ensure you maintain a 
good balance of green 
(nitrogen rich materials) 
and brown (carbon rich 
materials). 

Cover  the food waste 
with a layer of brown 
material, (dead leaves, 
dead grass, shredded 
paper) making sure none 
of the food waste is 
peeking through.  Better 
yet, bury it under some 
finished compost. This 
greatly speeds up the 
decomposition and 
eliminates unwanted 
visitors and smell. And 
since the most common 
problem is not enough 
carbon in the pile, 
burying all kitchen waste 
with a brown layer 
insures that you’ve got 
lots of carbon/ 

Mistake # 2: You Don’t 
Have  Enough Diversity   

If you put a lot of the 
same thing in your 
compost, it will be 
uniform in nutrients and 
microbes.  So even 
though you’ll eventually 
end up with compost if 
you only ever add potato 
peels  and yard waste, it 
won’t have the diversity 
of nutrients and good 
bacteria that really makes 
compost valuable in the 
garden. Be sure you’re 
adding orange peels, 
coffee grounds, egg 
shells, strawberry hulls, 
and any produce from 
your crisper drawer that 
is past its prime. And toss 
in your radish tops, 
rhubarb leaves, and 
deadheaded flowers. 
Think about what 
nutrients your produce is 
rich in – for example, 
broccoli’s high in calcium 
because it pulled it from 
your soil – so put broccoli 
in your pile to return that 
calcium to your soil; 
carrots are rich in 
potassium which they 
pulled from your soil, so 

Cont’d on Page 6 
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adding carrot tops and 
peels returns that 
mineral to your soil. 

Mistake # 3: You Chop 
Everything Into Tiny 
Pieces  While it’s true 
that cutting things up 
can accelerate 
decomposition, too much 
chopping can lead to a 
soupy, soggy pile. That’s 
because if you cut 
everything into tiny 
pieces, your pile will lack 
pore spaces for air, and 
oxygen is crucial to the 
decomposition process; 
diversity matters when it 
comes to size as well as 
to the materials in your 
pile.    Most sources 
have always taught us 
that the more you chop 
up your food and yard 
waste, the better results 
you’ll have with your 
compost. But some 
gardeners were taking 
that too far, hoping to 
get usable compost in a 
shorter period of time.  
Now experts tell us to 
think of an apple.  
Apples decompose 
quickly, so adding a 
whole apple to a pile 
would be fine. Cutting it 
into quarters would be 
beneficial, but if you 
were to put it in a 
blender, that  would  
actually hurt your 
compost.   Most people 
wouldn’t go to the 
extreme of putting their  
food waste in a blender, 
but some DO avoid 
throwing in some things 
because they can’t be 
bothered to chop them 
up, and that’s a mistake.   
So throw in some 
grapefruit peels.  Toss in 
that  broccoli stem.  
When your compost is 
finished, you can screen 
them out and return 

them to your bin for 
further break-down if 
they are still in large 
chunks. At least their 
nutrients will be leaching 
out into your pile, which 
is what you want! 

Mistake # 4: You 
Don’t Keep Enough 
Leaves On Hand  After 
you rake your leaves in 
the fall, don’t  bag them 
for the trash collector. 
Since you need lots of 
brown leaves for layering 
in your compost pile 
throughout the year, 
save them up if you have 
the space.  Pack some  
in large trash bags and 
hide them behind a 
garden shed. This way 
you’ll always have 
enough brown material 
to cover up your food 
scraps during summer 
months. If you run out of 
leaves, you can purchase 
a bale of straw instead. 

Mistake # 5: You Add 
Too Much Grass  
Composting may seem 
like the organic solution 
to unwanted grass 
clippings, but  they’re 
actually not that 
beneficial to your pile. 
Clumps of grass can  
form mats that block the 
airflow in your pile, 
which can make it dense 
and soggy.  Grass is also 
high in nitrogen, which 
can throw off the balance 
of your pile and make 
things stinky. If you 
really want to put grass 
in your pile, mix it with 
your dry leaves as you’re 
adding  them.  But 
you’re much better off 
just leaving clippings 
where they fall so they 
can fertilize your lawn.  
If you mow regularly and 
the clippings aren’t too 
long, leaving them where 
they fall will result in a 
much healthier lawn AND 

a more balanced 
compost. 

Mistake # 6: You 
Didn’t Use Your 
Compost in the best 
way  When it comes to 
actually using your 
finished compost, there 
can be a tendency to go 
overboard. If you will be 
planting seeds in the 
area, you shouldn’t add 
much (if any) to the soil 
as it holds too much 
water and has a high 
mineral salt content, 
which prevents some 
seeds from germinating 
and leads to rapid 
growth and therefore 
spindly plants. You can 
add compost as a top 
dressing once the young 
seedlings are growing.    

If you are making your 
own potting soil, mix 
compost in the ratio of 1 
part compost with 1 part 
each peat, perlite, and 
top soil. 

You can amend your 
commercial potting mix  
for containers with 25 to 
50 percent compost, but 
no more.  This amount 
will help with water 
retention in your 
containers and feed your 
plants.  As for your 
raised beds, experts now 
recommend  adding 
about two inches of 
compost into your soil 
yearly.   You can side 
dress with compost mid-
way through the 
gardening season for 
plants that like richer 
soil. 

For perennial beds, top 
dress with an inch of 
compost each spring, 
and cover it with about 2 
inches of mulch, and if 
you’re dividing and 
transplanting, always 
mix a little compost into 
the soil down at the 
bottom of the hole 

you’ve dug.   It might be 
your last chance to get 
those nutrients down 
under those roots for the 
next 20 years! 

If you don’t have a lot of 
compost, put it where 
it’s needed most. Don’t 
use it as a top dressing. 
Save what you have and 
add one trowel's worth 
of finished compost into 
each planting hole you 
make and stir it in well. 
That gets it down at root 
level where it will benefit 
plants the most. 

Some experts 
recommend that 
compost should always  
be spread over the soil 
and not mixed in. This is 
because digging will 
disturb the delicate 
mycorrhizal fungi, which 
help plants access 
nutrients from deep in 
the earth. However, 
when creating new beds 
in clay or sandy soils, 
amending soil with 
compost will enhance the 
soil enough to make it 
worth digging in, as the 
benefits outweigh the 
risks.   Once you’ve been 
adding compost for a few 
years, and your soil has 
become a nice rich, fluffy 
loam, you can simply 
spread your compost on 
the surface, and the 
nutrients will drip down 
into the soil. Over time, 
rain, worms and other 
natural actions will wash 
the compost into the 
plant’s roots. 

A good rule of thumb on 
top dressing with 
compost to perk up the 
garden is never to use 
more than 3 inches (7.6 
cm). Vegetable 
gardens benefit from 
the  higher range unless 
you had already worked 
in the previous season’s 
yard waste or planted a 
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green manure in the fall. 
Flower beds generally 
need less.  If you’ve got 
access to lots of good 
compost, it’s a great idea 
to add about 2 inches on 
the surface of your beds 
in the fall to  provide 
some protection for plant 
roots and keeps moisture 
in the soil. Then in the 
spring, just apply about a 
half inch. 

 And why should we 
bother to make it at all? 
Well that’s an easy one! 
It’s free fertilizer!  It 
naturally breaks down, 
releasing important 
macro- and 
micronutrients while 
feeding the beneficial 
biological organisms in 
the soil. It  fluffs up clay 
soil and helps conserve 
moisture while increasing 
drainage. It will increase  
earthworm populations, 
and your local landfill will 
love you. Kitchen waste 
is a nightmare at 
landfills. It lies stagnant 
in landfill sites where the 
vital oxygen that is 
needed to facilitate the 
decaying process cannot 
reach it. It also releases 
greenhouse gases that 
contribute to climate 
change, especially  
methane gas. 

As they say, nothing’s 
perfect. There is one 
often overlooked problem 
when we add too much 
compost to our garden 
soil.  As it degrades, it 
loses volume, leading to 
collapsing soil, hollow 
areas, and associated 
problems with water 
collecting there. So it’s 
crucial that when we’re 
creating new beds, they 
are raised up well above 
the surrounding turf. 
Even without adding 
compost, a newly dug 
bed will settle, and if the 

soil sinks below the 
surrounding lawn, you’re 
creating a swamp where 
water will collect and few 
plants will thrive. 

      

Cultivars, Hybrids, 
and Varieties                      
Although  they are not 
the same thing, these 
terms are often used 
interchangeably, even by 
gardening magazines and 
experienced gardeners.  
So if you’ve ever been 
confused by the labels on 
plants, this is the science 
in a nutshell.  

Once you understand the 
letters used on the plant 
labels, you can choose 
whether or not to 
purchase new plants that 
may or may not be able 
to produce seeds that will 
grow new plants in your 
garden, and you won’t 
waste time collecting 
and attempting to 
germinate seeds that 
will never grow. 

 A variety is a sub-group 
of a plant family that 
occurs naturally. No 
human intervention was 
required to produce 
these plants.  You’ll 
usually see the letters 
var on the plant label 
before the name of the 
variety.  These plants will 
produce seeds that will 
grow plants that just look 
like the originals.  This is 
known as being “open 
pollinated” or “true to 
type”.   You might see  
Cercis canadensis var. 
alba on a label of a 
redbud tree. Alba means 
white so you’ll know that 
the blooms on this 
‘variety’ of redwood 
won’t be the traditional 
pink – they’ll be white.  
The variety may also be 

written inside single 
quotation marks on a 
plant tag. For example, 
you might see Phlox 
paniculata ‘David’.  The 
single quotation marks 
tell you that David is the 
variety, so you can 
collect seeds and grow 
more. Phlox paniculata 
tells you the plant is the 
tall garden variety of 
phlox.  David is a white, 
mildew resistant variety 
of this type of phlox, and 
it may self seed in your 
garden. 

You may also see the 
word “cultivar” on a 
plant label, or at least 
the letters cv which 
means cultivar. (Cultivar 
is a shortened form of 
the term cultivated 
variety).   Cultivars may 
be the result of an 
“accident’ in nature, or 
the intentional inter-
vention of plant 
breeders.  But over time, 
all cultivars, even the 
ones that began as a 
fluke of nature,  have 
been “cultivated” to 
produce a  plant with 
features that are unique 
to that variety.  They  
are not necessarily true 
to type – you cannot 
collect the seeds and 
assume you’ll get the 
same plant.  Imagine 
that a gardener  sees a 
plant that has mutated 
and produced a strange 
new variegation; he 
decides to reproduce it 
as it’s quite pretty.  He’ll  
take cuttings and grow 
many new plants, 
keeping the ones with 
the unique variegation 
and discarding the 
others, until the 
variegation seems stable.  
When you buy this 
unique cultivar at a 
nursery, you should 
know that the seeds of 
your plant may or may 
not produce plants with 
the same variegation.  

While you likely won’t be 
arrested by the garden 
police, technically it’s 
illegal for a home 
gardener to take a 
cutting of a cultivar to 
make more new plants. 
The breeder holds the 
patent for that plant, and 
a royalty is paid to the 
breeder by the growers 
who produce them for 
sale in nurseries.  

  The last term is  hybrid  
which means it’s a cross 
of  two different 
varieties. With a hybrid, 
you get characteristics 
from each parent plant.  
In most cases, this 
means that a  breeder 
intentionally collected 
pollen from plant A and 
crossed it with pollen 
from plant B to produce 
Plant C.   This plant may 
never produce seeds at 
all, and if it does, they 
may be sterile, or result 
in something very 
different and   less 
desirable, than the 
original parent plants. 
(Hybrids can also occur 
in nature when 
pollinators transfer the 
pollen from one variety 
to another, but typically 
we use the word hybrid 
to mean that the plants 
were created by humans  
for a specific reason).  A 
marigold  that blooms 
profusely but can’t 
withstand cold 
temperatures can have 
some pollen removed 
and added to a marigold 
that is very tolerant of 
fall frosts but that 
doesn’t  bloom until late 
in the fall.  Eventually 
the plant breeder hopes 
to end up with a plant 
that blooms profusely 
from spring until fall AND 
that tolerates frost. But 
the sacrifice is that if you 
buy those, you can’t 
collect the seeds to grow 
more of the same plant 
next year. 
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Sick of Slugs? 

Try to find a gardener who 
doesn’t hate slugs.  I dare 
you!  It seems that if we 
try hard enough, we can 
find a reason to appreciate 
most things that we may 
not be all that fond of. 
Spiders  may leave sticky  
webs that we  accidentally 
walk through, causing a 
shudder to run down the 
spine as we wipe them off 
our faces, but those webs 
are catching lots of 
harmful insects that would 
have been eating our 
plants.  …                 
Earwigs are nasty looking, 
but are amazingly good 
parents to their little baby 
earwigs – a trait that is 
rare in the insect world. 
They carry all of their 
young up to the surface of 
the soil to keep them 
warm on a cool day, and 
carry them down deeper to 
stay cool on a hot day.  
They carry them all, one at 
a time, to a new hiding 
spot if they detect a 
predator is in the area. 
And that’s just the 
beginning of their 
devotion. And of course, 
they also do us a big 
service in our gardens by 
dining on insects that are 
even more harmful to our 
plants, and by devouring 
rotting waste in our 
gardens. But it’s hard to 
find a reason to like slugs.  
Most gardeners would be 
quite happy if they 
suddenly disappeared and 
never came back.   Since 
that’s likely not going to 
happen, it’s helpful to 
know some ways to control 
their numbers to protect 
our favourite plants.  What 
methods really work, and 
what ones are myths that 
sound great but are 
ultimately a huge waste of 
time? 

Before we get to 
controlling them, let’s start 

at the beginning. If you’re 
new to gardening, it can be 
tricky to know for sure 
whether the damage you 
are seeing is actually 
caused by slugs, since they 
aren’t there for you to see 
during the day.  Here are 
some signs that you’ve 
got slugs.       1) If you 
come out to the garden in 
the morning and nothing 
remains of your seedlings 
but leaf mid-ribs and 
stumps, slugs are a likely 
culprit.               

2)  Perfect, round holes in 
tomatoes, straw-berries, 
and other soft fruits are 
also a sign of likely slug 
damage.               

3) Ragged, irregular holes 
in both leaf edges and 
centres can be another 
sign of slugs, but slugs 
tend to create through-
and-through, irregular-
shaped holes in the leaf 
itself, not along the edges. 
Slug mouths are lined with 
tiny, grater-like ‘teeth’ that 
shred leaf tissue before 
digesting it. Usually holes 
in the edges are caused by 
some type of caterpillar 
who begin chewing from 
the outer edge and work 
their way in, and 
caterpillar holes tend to 
have smoother edges. 
There are several types of 
sawflies that also chew 
irregular holes in leaves, 
but they typically don't 
extend all the way through 
a leaf. This makes their 
holes appear transparent, 
and you’ll almost always 
see the nasty looking 
larvae if you look under 
the leaf.…………… Perfectly 
round holes, either in the 
middle of a leaf or along an 
edge, are not from slugs – 
they are almost always 
made by leaf cutter bees 
which are beneficial, so we 
don’t want to cause them 
any harm, and their holes 
will rarely cause any 

lasting damage to your 
plants. 

4) You might also see 
slime trails on plants, 
rocks, or on your mulch if 
you have slugs.   

So if you have them, 
how do you get rid of 
them? If you’ve ever had 
to battle slugs, you know  
they disappear in cold or 
hot weather. But spring, 
fall, and cool summer 
evenings are happy times 
for slugs. They will lay 
some eggs throughout the 
summer, but in the perfect 
conditions of late 
September and October  
when the  temperatures 
start to cool down  and the 
fall rains come, they begin 
to lay the majority of their 
eggs in clusters called 
clutches, according to Dr. 
Groth, a horticulturist who 
has made slugs her 
specialty. She found that 
some eggs hatch fairly 
rapidly and the fast 
growing slug babies remain 
under ground for winter, 
along with some of the 
eggs which will remain 
unhatched until spring. 
And in the spring, they’ll 
use their sharp notched 
tongues to tear holes in 
our prized plants. 

So the first step is 
controlling the population 
at two critical times – 
spring and fall.    Step 
number one is to reduce 
the number of adult slugs 
before they lay eggs.  
They’ll be out and about 
after a good rain, so do 
what needs to be done 
then and there.  Hand pick 
them.  Bait them.  Borrow 
a hungry chicken and let it 
loose in your garden. But 
don’t let them lay eggs in 
the fall. And when you’re 
digging and moving plants 
in the spring AND fall, 
destroy any slug eggs that 
you find. They will be white 

or translucent eggs in 
clusters of about 30 eggs, 
so are fairly easy to 
identify.  In the fall, they’ll 
be laid under the soil, and 
in the summer, they’ll 
often be found on the soil 
surface, but under some 
leaf litter. 

Of course, they are slugs 
and they seem 
indestructible,  so even 
when you think you’ve 
found all the eggs, you will 
still see more slugs next 
spring.  That’s the time for 
the second battle in the 
war. Get them before they 
begin feeding again, and 
before they begin laying 
more eggs over the 
summer.  Gently turn over 
the soil in your beds and 
remove all remaining eggs 
and baby slugs you find.   

Researchers say that what 
slugs want in the spring is 
a place that’s warm and 
safe and moist, so we need 
to avoid providing them 
with that type of 
environment.  When spring 
rains come and the soil 
temperatures are getting 
to be above 10°, they are 
happily out and about, 
looking for a summer 
home.  So that is the time 
for us to go to war again! 
There are a few different 
fronts that we can fight 
them on. 

Some gardeners simply 
stop planting the things 
that they love and end the 
problem that way. Slugs 
are particularly fond of 
lettuce, beans, thin leaf 
hostas, strawberries, 
marigolds, and daffodils. 
Other plants, such as 
ferns, sedums, ornamental 
grasses, heuchera, and 
hellebores fend them off 
reasonably well.  Some 
Hosta leaves are so thick 
and ribbed  they are 
usually left alone,  and 
plants with rough (cont’d) 

 



The trouble with zucchini is that you plant one little plant and minutes later hundreds of zucchini are sprawling 
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fuzzy leaves are typically 
left untouched. But most 
gardeners are 
determined that they 
won’t stop growing plants 
that they love just to 
keep slugs away, so they 
look for other tactics. 

Slugs love marigolds. 
So some gardeners plant 
these flowers along the 
edges of their garden as 
a trap.  They will  attract 
slugs in the area and this 
makes it easier for them 
to  find and remove slugs 
and dispose of them. And 
some say it keeps the 
slugs away from their 
lettuce. But of course 
then you’re stuck with 
some really ugly, chewed 
marigolds, so many 
gardeners don’t like this 
method! 

Since slugs go on attack 
at night and look for 
protected places during 
the day, you might want 
to remove ground covers 
or mulches, When we 
plant our flowers too 
close together, we are 
virtually building slug 
hotels. We’re providing 
damp shade during the 
day and a feast after 
dark.  Thinning out our 
gardens so that more 
soil is exposed will help 
reduce slug numbers, as 
will leaving soil 
unmulched.  However, 
some gardeners aren’t 
willing to get rid of the 
mulch which they rely on 
to keep the soil evenly 
moist all summer – the 
ideal condition for plant 
roots – and for slugs.  If 
you must mulch, say the 
experts, don’t do it until 
after the eggs have 
hatched in the spring.  If 
your soil is unmulched, it 
will be dry and exposed 
to sunlight  at hatch 

time, so far fewer slugs 
will survive. This means 
waiting until mid-June to 
mulch your gardens with 
bark mulch.  Another 
alternative that seems 
effective in many studies 
is replacing bark mulch 
with a mulch of 
compost or leaf mold 
which slugs aren’t as 
fond of.   

Many gardeners have 
good success constantly 
trapping and picking 
slugs – we just need to 
get past the “ick” factor!  
Slugs will crawl beneath 
almost anything where 
it’s dark and moist, 
including boards, pots, 
loose stepping stones 
and any debris left lying 
in the garden.  So an 
important step in any 
control program is to 
clean up the garden so 
they don’t have hiding 
spots and egg laying 
spots. But do 
intentionally leave an 
item or two for them to 
climb under - leaving 
long boards between 
rows in your veggie 
gardens creates a great 
trapping system if you’re 
willing to flip over the 
boards each morning to 
remove the slugs that are 
hiding there. If you can 
get past the gross factor, 
this method is actually 
quite effective – but you 
can’t let up.  All it takes 
is a few slugs laying eggs 
again mid summer to 
build up the populations 
again. 

Experts also recommend 
watering  in the 
morning. If you water in 
the evening, it’s wet until 
early in the morning and 
you’ve given them the 
best environment when 
they come out at night to 
eat.  

Studies show that beer 
traps (or similar 
oil/yeast traps) do work – 
but they advise caution.  
It is important to leave 
the lip of the plastic tub 
or tin can an inch or so 
above the soil. That’s 
because ground beetles, 
an insect that devours 
massive numbers of 
slugs each night,  (far 
more than you’ll ever 
catch in a trap!) will fall 
into the beer trap and 
drown if it’s level with the 
soil.  If they bump into 
the raised edge of the 
trap, they’ll walk around 
it and keep on eating 
your slugs. 

Another predator that 
you absolutely want to 
protect is firefly larvae. 
They eat newly hatched 
slugs almost exclusively.  
Since they tend to live 
and breed in lawns, if 
you’re using ANY 
insecticides on your 
lawns, you’re killing a 
great predator. Switch to 
organic lawn care 
techniques and let these 
good bugs help you 
control slugs naturally.  
You also might consider 
skipping the chemical 
lawn fertilization, too. 
The salts in many 
fertilizer products can 
easily desiccate any 
larval fireflies they come 
in contact with.   

 You can also do things to 
encourage adult fireflies 
to hang around and lay 
their eggs in your yard. 
Their favorite egg laying 
sites include moist places 
near ponds and streams 
and in leaf litter. To really 
help fireflies, do not fill in 
low-lying boggy areas of 
your yard, or better still, 
create a rain garden to 
purposefully channel 
rainwater into a suitable 
habitat.    You can also 

turn off all unnecessary 
lights on summer nights. 
The fireflies certainly 
don’t need the distraction 
as they use those flashes 
of light to find their 
mates! 

Experts  recommend that 
along with luring in 
ground beetles and 
fireflies,  we should 
attract as many 
predators as we can – 
frogs, toads and snakes 
all consider slugs a fine 
meal. And having a duck 
or two in the yard will 
work too! 

If you are of the opinion 
that having  duck poop in 
your flower beds might 
be worse than having 
slugs, you can always go 
out at dusk or dawn 
when dew is heavy,  and 
handpick them. You 
aren’t going to find them 
during the heat of day – 
but at dusk and dawn, or 
after a rain, they’ll be on 
the move. Drop them 
into some soapy water 
and they’ll quickly drown.  
While some websites 
recommend sprinkling 
them with salt when you 
find them at night, that’s 
not recom-mended. 
While it certainly does kill 
the slugs if you use 
enough salt, it also can 
kill your plants if you use 
a bit too much. And if 
you don’t use enough the 
slugs can actually shed 
their mucous layer that is 
covered in salt, and crawl 
away and grow a new 
mucous layer. (As we’ve 
established, they are a 
VERY formidable foe!)  

Some gardeners  use 
“slug scissors” to avoid 
having to pick them up to 
drown them.  It sounds 
barbaric, but they simply 
use scissors to slice open 
each slug that they find. 

 



Watermelons are among the world’s true luxuries – having tasted one, I know what angels eat. ` Mark Twain 
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Slugs 

They say that by 
morning, the bodies are 
gone, probably eaten by 
ground beetles. 

There’s been a lot of 
hype about using copper 
strips around your 
prized plants, but most 
gardeners find it’s not 
particularly effective as  
the copper must be kept 
spotlessly clean – any bit 
of dirt on the surface 
won’t let it do its job. And 
of course, it’s very 
expensive! 

Likewise, eggshells  or 
diatomaceous earth 
aren’t really that 
effective.  In fact, that 
may point to yet another 
amazing fact about  
slugs! They have an 
amazing capacity to 
change their “slime” to 
insure that it is thick 
enough to prevent them 
from being harmed when 
crawling over any sharp 
surface.  You can go on 
the web and watch 
videos of researchers 
watching slugs change 
their “slime recipe” as 
they crawl across beds of 
razorblades and broken 
glass, and there are lots 
of videos made by 
students in agricultural 
colleges of slugs crawling 
across eggshells to get to 
a lettuce plant while they 
ignore the lettuce plant 
next to it that had no 
eggshells. The diatom-
aceous earth may work a 
bit when it’s dry, but as 
soon as it’s slightly 
moist, from dew or rain 
or irrigation, it becomes 
useless, and it’s very 
expensive!  

There are also a lot of 
posts online claiming that 
placing human hair in 
your garden is a slug 
deterrent.  But don’t go 

racing off to the local 
barber.  In studies, the 
slugs actually seemed to 
like hiding under the hair 
until the sun went down 
and it was dinnertime!  
Other websites swear 
that asking a sheep 
farmer for some wool is 
the solution as slugs 
won’t crawl across the 
wool. Once again, when 
proper tests were set up, 
the wool did work when it 
was dry, but as soon as it 
rained, the wool was no 
longer effective – even 
after it had dried out.  So 
sadly, what had seemed 
promising turned out to 
be another dud. 

The one time that “wool” 
did seem to work was 
when competitive 
gardeners needed to 
have perfect specimens 
for a garden show with 
absolutely no damage. 
They often wrap a good 
portion of the lower stem 
with cotton balls and 
insure that no 
neighbouring plant is 
contacting the prized 
plant so that no slug can 
climb up one and across 
to the other.  They claim 
that no slug will be able 
to damage a plant whose 
stem is wrapped in cotton 
balls.  This tip may be a 
good solution for a 
competitive gardener, 
but not very practical for 
an entire garden! 

If you’ve been online 
hunting for slug 
deterrents, you may have 
seen a product such as 
Slug Gone which is made 
of wool pellets. They 
swell up when watered 
and make a woolly mat 
around your plants. The 
ads make it sound like a 
miracle product but the 
testers didn’t find that 
they worked all that well 
and again, you can see 
lots of videos of the slugs 

happily crawling across it 
and hiding under it. 

Using a gravel mulch or 
a mulch of fines (also 
known as crushed gravel 
or quarry dust - fractured 
gravel chips used to build 
the base under patios 
and walkways) does 
seem to deter slugs in 
many cases, as they 
retain heat during the 
day and slugs don’t want 
to crawl on them at 
night, and they can’t 
burrow under them as 
they can under bark 
mulch. Some gardeners 
like the look of gravel 
mulch and love this 
solution – others don’t. 

A huge  problem is that 
we see chewed leaves 
but when we go looking 
for the culprit, we often 
don’t see the slugs.  
Therefore some 
gardeners are at a loss 
as to what is causing the 
damage. Therefore they 
decide to use an all 
purpose insecticide to 
take care of the problem.  
The problem is that since 
slugs aren’t insects 
(they’re mollusks) these 
insecticides have 
absolutely no effect on 
slugs.  All they kill are 
the ground beetles which 
were happily dining on 
their slugs. Once they’ve 
killed off the beetles, 
their slug population 
suddenly booms!  A few 
people may see this as 
evidence that they need 
a stronger insecticide and 
kill even more beneficial 
insects. 

That brings us to the 
popular slug bait. Bait 
that contained 
metaldehyde was found 
to be toxic to humans 
and  fatal to dogs and is 
no longer used by most 
gardeners. The new 
types  contain iron 
phosphate, which is 

considered very low in 
toxicity and the 
manufacturer brags that 
it is safe to pets, 
children, and birds.  And 
tests show this may 
actually be true – in fact 
it’s so non-toxic that 
researchers now say it is 
not what is killing the 
slugs.  It’s the chemical 
that they use to stick the 
pellets together that is 
killing the slugs – and the 
earthworms and the dogs 
and the birds.  

Two recent studies 
confirmed that normal 
usage kills earthworms. 
An Ohio State study says 
the EPA knew of animal 
deaths from the use of 
iron phosphate slug baits 
as early as  2008, but 
insisted that iron 
phosphate was safe. 
They still have  NOT 
tested the binding agent 
which seems to be the 
real killer. Some 
researchers at Oregon 
State University 
recommend avoiding 
allowing any slug bait 
currently on the market 
to come into direct 
contact with any edible 
plant in your garden that 
you intend to harvest, 
and go on to suggest that 
there is a significant risk 
in using it in any way 
around plants you or 
your pets or children may 
consume. 

If you insist on using 
baits in flower beds, 
manufacturers offer tips 
to make it as effective as 
possible, and those tips 
should be followed. 
Scatter it rather than 
making small piles to 
increase the chances of 
slugs finding it.  Don’t 
leave it out in the open. 
Lift large  leaves like 
those on Hosta and hide 
the bait under them –        
Cont’d  Page 10 
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that’s where the slugs 
are! And other experts 
say to be sure to look on 
the label to see how 
much to use per square 
foot. It’s a lot less than 
most people think. Using 
more is not better;  it’s a 
huge waste of money, 
AND may put other 
animals at more risk. 

And there is a bit more 
bad news.  Even if  you 
buy every box of slug 
bait on the market, you 
likely won’t eradicate 
your slug problem.  A 
professor at Oregon 
State University who 
studies slugs says that 
since more than 90% of 
the slugs in your garden 
are underground at any 
given point in time, those 
slugs will not be coming 
into contact with any 
bait.   He says that a 
60% reduction in overall 
slug numbers is 
considered a VERY GOOD 
(and rare) result when 
using bait.  But… he adds 
that the 40% that remain 
may  do less damage to 
your garden this year, 
but because they lay SO 
MANY eggs several times 
a year,  the population 
will be back up to its 
original numbers in no 
time.  He says that with 
bait alone, total 
eradication is impossible. 

If you’re about to give up 
gardening and let the 
slugs win, there is still 
hope!  There are studies 
being done  by Depart-
ments of Agriculture in 
the U.S. to take a second 
look at an idea that was 
proposed about 20 years 
ago.  For those of us who 
thought that using beer 
to bait slugs was a huge 
waste, we may be 
equally turned off by the 
thought of giving up a 
cup of our coffee each 
day to kill them.  But 
coffee may be the 

solution we’ve been 
waiting for.  Researchers 
in the States were 
looking for an 
environmentally friendly 
way of killing another 
pest, and were using 
coffee and noticed all of 
the slugs were dying. 
Many gardeners have 
been using coffee grinds 
from their drip brewers 
around their plants for 
years, and some have 
found this method to be 
quite effective.  Some 
university studies show a 
very strong liquid brew of 
coffee is much more 
effective than grinds, and 
others find the opposite 
to be true, so there’s still 
a lot of work to be done.  
This idea is also still 
being examined for all of 
the possible negative 
effects of caffeine in the 
soil. Caffeine has been 
used in various ways as a 
pesticide for many years. 
Of course, I’m thinking 
this could lead to more 
awake and alert slugs 
who could feed all night 
long– so I’m not holding 
my breath! I’ve learned 
to tolerate a few holes in 
my plants, and I’ve come 
to not mind so much 
when I am weeding and 
scare a snake or toad 
that was hiding in my 
garden.   I still scream – 
just not quite as loudly!!! 

For the really determined 
gardeners among you , 
and I know who you are! 
– you might want to steal 
an idea from Niki 
Jabbour.  Niki is a Halifax 
gardener well known for 
her many gardening 
books and radio phone-in 
show. 

Electric Slug Fence  
She once described her 
ultimate solution to end 
her slug issues – she 
literally built an electric 
slug fence!  She says 
it’s been nearly 100% 

effective in her gardens 
so far! She is famous for 
her raised bed gardens 
so if anyone uses raised 
beds, here’s her solution! 

She used two rows of 
wires spaced about 2 cm 
apart running around the 
perimeter of her raised 
beds - one wire was 
connected to the positive 
terminal of a 9 volt 
battery, and the other to 
the negative terminal. An 
electric current  flowed 
through any slug that 
made contact with both 
wires at the same time. 
The resulting "shock"  
caused the slug to turn 
back.  

She said that her 9 volt 
batteries lasted the entire 
gardening season, but 
that the voltage did drop 
down by the end of the 
season so she suggests 
it’s a good idea to check 
the voltage once in a 
while to make sure the 
battery is still providing 
enough voltage since 
corrosion can be a 
problem at the battery 
connectors. 

She also says that on one 
of her raised beds, she 
didn’t have a 9 volt 
battery so she decided to 
use a multi-battery  AA 
holder that she had on 
hand.  The combined 
series connection of 
batteries gave 12 volts.  
This turned out to be a 
bad idea as the 12 volts 
would more often than 
not kill the slugs rather 
than just turn them away 
and she didn’t want to kill 
them – she just wanted 
them to stop eating her 
lettuce! 

She says that the nice 
thing about the slug 
fence is that not only is it 
not using any risky 
chemicals, it is on duty 
24-7, and many other 

slug control methods 
require some kind of 
regular checking – 
emptying traps, lifting 
boards, drowning them, 
etc. 

She says that her first 
electric fence was 
mounted on a very low 
"raised" bed garden, 
which is the style that 
she typically uses.  It was 
effective until the 
vegetation in the garden 
grew high enough to 
bend over and touch the 
ground - this gave the 
slugs the bridge they 
needed to reach the 
“main feast” without 
crossing the wires. 

Therefore, she suggests 
that if you are going to 
build an electric fence 
that you should follow 
some tips that she’s 
learned along the way. 

1) Remove old growth 
and weeds from the 
outside border of  the 
raised bed as well as 
staking up plants inside 
the bed. IF there’s a leaf 
or a stem that a slug can 
find to cross that fence 
without contact, it will 
find it! 

Check around the 
perimeter of the wooden 
raised bed for any 
openings in the structure 
that a slug could use to 
gain access to the bed by 
bypassing the fence - 
plug any openings with 
wooden shims or twigs. 

While she’s a big fan of 
homemade compost, she 
says that if you went to 
the trouble of building 
her system, you might 
want to amend the soil  
by adding commercial 
products and avoiding 
homemade compost 
unless you are absolutely 
sure it is slug free!         
Cont’d Page 12  
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Slugs  

She began using 
aluminum welding wire for 
her electric fence (MIG 
Electrode Wire).  She says 
this wire was great for 
bending around bumps or 
indentations on the raised 
bed but found it was not 
very durable in the long 
run.  The wire corroded 
easily - especially where 
slugs had attempted to 
cross the fence.  Now she 
uses galvanized steel wire 
which has stood up quite 
well except for some small 
rust sections. 

Her last big tip is this.  
She says that now that 
she’s been building these 
fences on all her raised 
beds, she can now plant a 
garden and install a new 
fence in just one day.  If 
you can't do it all in one 
day, the fence must be 
installed and powered up 
first.  Otherwise the slugs 
will be in your garden 
dining on your plants (and 
reproducing and laying 
hundreds of eggs) before 
you get your fence 
installed. 

She does admit that while 
her electric fence solution 
doesn’t require much 
effort throughout the 
garden season, it is a 
small chore to remove all 
of the wire and the 
staples holding the wire 
tightly in place when it’s 
time to replace it with 
new wire each spring. She 
considers that a small 
price to pay for slug free  
plants, and says it’s really 
not all that difficult to 
install the fences – and 
she has a LOT of raised 
beds! 

If you’re thinking that 
your desperation has 
driven you to this – 
there’s lots of videos on 

YouTube to show you how 
to build the electric 
fences! And if you’re not 
that desperate, maybe 
now you can appreciate 
slugs just a little bit more 
for their amazing abilities 
to survive all of our 
attempts to eliminate 
them! 

 

Editor’s Note: I’ve included this 
article in past issues but I thought 
that during these difficult times, 
we could all use a chuckle (and it 
was exactly the right length to fill 
the space I had left on the page)! 

A conversation in heaven 
between God and St. 
Francis. 

God: St. Francis, you 
know all about gardens 
and nature. What in the 
world is going on down 
there on Earth? What 
happened to the 
dandelions, violets, and 
other wild flowers I 
started eons ago? I had a 
perfect, no-maintenance 
garden plan. Those plants 
grow in any type of soil, 
withstand drought and 
multiply with abandon. 
The nectar from the long-
lasting blossoms attracts 
butterflies, honeybees and 
flocks of songbirds. I 
expected to see a vast 
garden of colours by now. 
But all I see are these 
green rectangles. 

St. Francis: It's the tribes 
that settled there, Lord. 
The Suburbanites. They 
started calling your 
flowers "weeds" and went 
to great lengths to kill 
them and replace them 
with grass. 

God: Grass? But it's so 
boring. It's not colourful. 
It doesn't attract 
butterflies, birds and 
bees, only grubs and sod 

worms. It's temper-
amental with 
temperatures. Do these 
Suburbanites really want 
all that grass growing 
there? 

St. Francis: Apparently 
so, Lord. They go to great 
pains to grow it and keep 
it green. They begin each 
spring by fertilizing grass 
and poisoning any other 
plant that crops up in the 
lawn.                             
God: The spring rains and 
warm weather probably 
make grass grow really 
fast. That must make the 
Suburbanites happy. 

St. Francis: Apparently 
not, Lord. As soon as it 
grows a little, they cut it, 
sometimes twice a week. 

God: They cut it? Do they 
then bale it like hay? 

St. Francis: Not exactly 
Lord. Most of them rake it 
up and put it in bags. 

God: They bag it? Why? 
Is it a cash crop? Do they 
sell it?                                 
St. Francis: No, sir -- 
just the opposite. They 
pay to throw it away. 

God: Now, let me get this 
straight. They fertilize 
grass so it will grow. And 
when it does grow, they 
cut it off and pay to throw 
it away? ……………….                          
St. Francis: Yes, sir.            
God: These Suburbanites 
must be relieved in the 
summer when we cut 
back on the rain and turn 
up the heat. That surely 
slows the growth and 
saves them a lot of work. 

St. Francis: You aren't 
going to believe this, 
Lord. When the grass 
stops growing so fast, 
they drag out hoses and 
pay more money to water 
it so they can continue to 

mow it and pay to get rid 
of it. 

God: What nonsense. At 
least they kept some of 
the trees. They were a 
sheer stroke of genius, if I 
do say so myself. The 
trees grow leaves in the 
spring to provide beauty 
and shade in the summer. 
In the autumn they fall to 
the ground and form a 
natural blanket to keep 
moisture in the soil and 
protect the trees and 
bushes. And as they rot, 
the leaves form compost 
to enhance the soil. It's a 
natural circle of life. 

St. Francis: You'd better 
sit down, Lord. The 
Suburbanites have drawn 
a new circle. As soon as 
the leaves fall, they rake 
them into great piles and 
pay to have them hauled 
away. 

God: No. What do they do 
to protect the shrub and 
tree roots in the winter 
and to keep the soil moist 
and loose? 

St. Francis: After 
throwing away the leaves, 
they go out and buy 
something which they call 
mulch. They haul it home 
and spread it around in 
place of the leaves.                                   
God: And where do they 
get this mulch?               
St. Francis: They cut 
down trees and grind 
them up to make the 
mulch.                                    
God: Enough! I don't 
want to think about this 
anymore. St. Catherine, 
you're in charge of the 
arts. What movie have 
you scheduled for us 
tonight?                                                     
St. Catherine: "Dumb 
and Dumber," Lord. It's a 
real stupid movie about. 
God: Never mind, I think 
I just heard the whole 
story from St. Francis! 

Gardening 
Humour 


