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To my boys, Gavin and Matheson.
May your garden of life be weed-free
and full of colour.

I LOVE YOU!
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Digging In


So you want to be a gardener. Or maybe you’ve bought your first home and now you have to be a gardener! Either way, this book is designed just for you: Get Growing will show you exactly how to create a beautiful garden with a minimum of fuss. It will take you from being a dirt-stained putterer to the envy of your neighbourhood!
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My grandfather came to Canada in 1956 and eventually bought a tract of farmland. That’s him with my father (above right) — looks like Dad didn’t share my early love of farms!

My great-uncle had his hands full with me as a baby (top). But as soon as I was old enough to dig, I was helping out at our family’s garden centre.

My dad helped open Bradford Greenhouses in 1975 (above left), and you can still find him there today! The business is one of the largest grower-retailers in central Ontario.



If you’re feeling intimidated, don’t worry—I’ll be there to guide you along the way. I’ve been gardening since the age of two. My first home, in Bradford, Ontario, was connected to a greenhouse. My grandfather came to Canada in 1956 and found work in the Holland Marsh, an agricultural community north of Toronto. He and my father, Tony, later purchased their own land in the area, and in 1975 they opened Bradford Greenhouses, which is now one of the largest grower-retailers in central Ontario. I often joke that my family believed in child labour: the greenhouse was my afterschool program, my Sunday school, and my summer vacation, and I loved every minute of it. With countless customers asking questions and thousands of plant problems to solve—not to mention owning four different homes over the years—I’ve come to know a bit about gardening, and I want to share that with you.

[image: ]

A sandwich always tastes better when the tomatoes are fresh from your garden.

Now to the realities of gardening. It’s hard work—there is no such thing as a maintenance-free garden or plant. You’ll get dirty. You’ll kill some plants (I still do). But it’s a hobby with a huge payoff. Sure, a garden will add curb appeal and raise the value of your home, but if that’s all you want, you can hire someone to do the gardening for you. For me the pleasures are more intangible: sitting on the deck and enjoying a yard full of blooms, creating a centrepiece with cut flowers I grew myself, slicing a fresh tomato from my garden. Nothing else compares.

Gardening is not rocket science, but it does require some practical knowledge and common sense. There’s also a learning curve that everyone has to follow. I often compare it to cooking: you might start off with instant mac and cheese, move on to pasta with sauce from a jar, and then graduate to making your own sauce from scratch. Eventually, you’ll be ready to de-bone and stuff a chicken! In the same way, your confidence will grow, along with the plants in your garden. Like cooking—and life in general—gardening involves a lot of trial and error. I’ll do my best to help you keep those errors to a minimum: throughout the book, I’ll break things down into easy steps, and that will remove much of the guesswork.

Before you get started on your journey, take some time to get to know your garden—and yourself. Start by reflecting on these questions:

What do I want to do with my garden?

Any time you start a gardening project, think about your specific goals. are you looking to completely overhaul your landscape or simply maintain the existing look? Do you want to grow vegetables or just flowers? Do you want to improve the property’s curb appeal or just create a place to relax? Do you need a space for children to play? Do you want to block your neighbours’ view into the backyard?

How much time can I invest?

Depending on your ambition, a garden can take an hour a week or it can take over your life! Be realistic: if you have a full-time job, kids, a dog, and a busy volunteer schedule, then installing a huge vegetable garden is not a good idea. You’re far more likely to enjoy your hobby if you keep your plans manageable. If you’ve moved into a new home, ask yourself if you can maintain what the previous owner began. If the property includes just a few shrubs and some sorry-looking daisies, you can probably start digging new beds. But if you bought your home from a retired green thumb with no children except his prized azaleas, then your first job may be to scale down the existing gardens.

How much do I want to spend?

I suggest creating a garden budget every year. Believe me, once you get hooked on gardening, you’ll find yourself wanting to purchase every plant, ornament, and tool you see, and the costs add up quickly. You may want to leave your wallet at home during your first trip to the garden centre: just take some time to look at the prices of perennials, shrubs, soil, mulch, and tools. Make note of these prices and use them to create a budget. If you’re doing a major garden reno, I recommend hiring a Certified Landscape Designer, who can create a complete plan and give you cost estimates, whether you’ll be doing the work yourself or hiring professionals.
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Select good-quality tools, but don’t get carried away by buying every garden gadget you see.

It’s important to know your property before getting down and dirty. I find it helpful to take a piece of graph paper and make a sketch. Start by plotting out your lot, including your house, driveway, walkways, deck, shed, and pool. These are known as “hardscape.”

Next, plot the existing gardens, shade trees, and hedges. If you can identify the mature plants, you’ll find it easier to understand the conditions in your garden. For example, if the best performers are hostas, ferns, and astilbe, the area probably doesn’t get much sun because all of these plants thrive in shade. I know, at this point in your gardening career, that identifying plants is probably going to be difficult. But you may be able to find help from a friend or neighbour. If not, take a few pictures of the plant, including close-ups of the leaves, stems, and flowers, and take them to your local garden centre for identification.
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If you’re not sure what’s growing in your garden, snap some photos and asK for help identifying the plants at your garden centre (top).

Always start any garden project with a plan. You don’t need to be an architect—a rough scale drawing will do just fine (left).

Plant Terms You Need to Know
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	annual: a plant that lives for just one season. Annuals are usually planted to give constant colour during the growing season, but they need to be replanted every year. Examples include petunia (left), marigold, and impatiens.
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	biennial: a plant that lives for two years. Usually, the plant flowers only in its second year, sets (grows) seeds, and then dies. Many will reseed themselves—that is, the seeds they’ve grown in the second year fall to the ground and produce new plants the next spring. Examples include foxglove (left) and hollyhock.
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	perennial: a plant that can overwinter and come back year after year in your hardiness zone. Examples include coneflower, hosta (left), black-eyed Susan, and day lily.
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	evergreen: a plant that keeps its foliage (often needles) throughout the winter. Examples include pine (left), cedar, and spruce.
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	broadleaf evergreen: a non-needle plant that holds most of its foliage throughout the winter. Examples include boxwood, euonymus, andrhododendron (left).
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	deciduous plant: a tree or shrub that drops its leaves in the fall and grows new leaves in the spring. Examples include maple (left), oak, and birch.




Plant Hardiness Zones of Canada
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The USDA hardiness zone map (top) and the Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada zone map (bottom) are slightly different, but they’re both used to label plants for sale in Canada. Get to know your zone for each system and read your plant tags carefully to see what zone applies.

In the chapters that follow, I’ll have lots to say about selecting the right plants for each part of your garden. But for now, let’s look at the overall conditions on your property:

Hardiness Zone

Before you even think about choosing plants, you’ll need to know your hardiness zone. Every region of Canada has been assigned a zone number, from 0 to 8, based on its climate. The lower the number, the lower the minimum temperature in that region and the fewer the plants that will survive winter. In other words, a perennial in Chilliwack, British Columbia (Zone 8) may be only an annual in Goose Bay, Labrador (Zone 2)! Staff at your garden centre should be able to tell you what zone your community is in. If not, go to this Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada website (it has a complete plant hardiness zone map): http://atlas.agr.gc.ca/phz.

Whenever you buy a perennial, shrub, or tree, the tag will tell you which zones it will survive in. Unfortunately, this can be a bit confusing. To begin with, many plant tags show the zone map for the United States, which is a bit different from the one used in Canada. For example, my hometown is in Zone 5a according to the Canadian map, but it’s in Zone 4b on the U.S. version.

It’s important not to take zone maps as gospel: local conditions, such as winds and elevation, can create microclimates that can turn Zone 6 into Zone 4. If you’re planting on a patio 10 storeys up, for example, your zone will drop to a lower number. So only buy plants that are labelled as hardy in your zone, but don’t blame yourself if something dies over the winter. I always say that the best way to figure out what’s truly hardy in your area is to drive around and see what’s growing in your neighbours’ gardens. If it grows for them, it should grow for you.

Light

Whenever you buy a plant, the tag will tell you the light conditions it needs:


Full sun means six or more hours of direct sun each day. Think of the hottest places on your property—the places where you’re most likely to get a sunburn. If your garden receives its most intense sunlight during the hours of 11:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m., and if it’s facing west or south without the shade of a large tree, you can bet you have full sun.
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Partial sun and partial shade

mean more or less the same thing: three to six hours of direct sun. (If the tag specifically mentions “full sun,” put the plant in an area that gets hot afternoon sun. If it says “partial shade,” give the plant most of its sun in the morning.) Plants in this category may like filtered or “dappled” light, like the light you’d find under a tree with small leaves, such as a locust.

Shade does not equal darkness. (Only mushrooms will grow in the dark.) Full shade means the plant should have three or fewer hours of direct sun—because many shade plants cannot handle any afternoon sun—and it should spend the remainder of the day in filtered sun or shade.



Water

Finding the right balance of moisture is key to creating healthy roots and thus a healthy plant. You’ll often hear that a plant likes “well-drained soil.” This means it likes its share of moisture, but it doesn’t want to have wet feet for too long! (This is especially true of indoor plants: too much water is the number 1 reason that houseplants die.) In general, some plants are quite drought tolerant, while others will quickly wither in hot, dry weather.

[image: ]

The soil jar test can help you understand the proportion of sand, silt, and clay in your garden.

Soil

If you were building your dream home, you would build it on a solid foundation. When you’re building your dream garden, your foundation is the soil. That’s where plants anchor their roots, obtain oxygen, take in moisture, and absorb nutrients. a plant’s overall health will be determined by the soil where it’s planted. Learning to identify the basic types is key:


Sand is made up of coarse particles, so it drains well, but it’s lacking in nutrients. Basically, it’s like a sieve.



Silt is a finer material than sand and often contains some organic matter. It can become very hard and compacted when it dries.



Clay is made up of very fine particles of minerals. It retains a lot of moisture, is usually acidic, and doesn’t allow for good drainage.



Here’s a trick for determining the soil structure on your property. Take an empty Mason jar and remove the lid. Scoop a sample of soil from the middle of your garden (dig down to get a sample from where the roots grow) and place it in the jar. Now fill the jar with water, add a teaspoon of liquid dish soap (this helps separate the soil), screw the lid back on, shake the jar, and let the jar stand for several hours. The soil will settle in layers: sand will settle to the bottom first, as its particles are the heaviest. A darker layer of silt will settle on top of the sand, while the light-coloured clay particles will take the longest to eventually settle at the top. By looking at the relative thickness of the layers, you can estimate the proportion of each material that is found in your soil. For example, it might be half sand, one-quarter silt, and one-quarter clay.

If you don’t want to go to that much trouble, here’s an easier way to determine your soil structure. Grab a handful of soil and squeeze it in the palm of your hand. If the soil runs right out of your hands, you’ve got a lot of sand. If you can easily mould a cylinder of soil, it’s primarily clay. (Too much silt is not typically a problem in garden soil.) What you want is a happy medium: soil that almost clumps together into a cylinder but that falls apart at the last moment.

The ideal garden soil is often called “loam.” It’s rich in organic matter and contains about two parts sand, two parts silt, and one part clay. If your soil has too much sand or silt, your goal will be to improve moisture retention and add nutrients. You can do this by adding equal amounts of topsoil and peat moss—or by using triple mix (a blend of topsoil, peat moss, and composted manure). The difficulty with sand is that over time, it will always move to the surface, so it will force you to improve your soil continually. Horticultural lime (available at garden centres) will help reduce the acidity of clay, but I’ve never found anything that will improve its structure. The only lasting solution is to dig it out or build on top of it. I recommend building a raised bed edged with stone or pressure-treated lumber. Dig out as much clay as you can, put down a layer of coarse stone for drainage, and then add your new soil on top.

The reality is that most homeowners will not have rich, loamy soil on their property. They’re more likely to have heavy clay or, worse, the dreaded builder’s fill, which is just sand and clay mixed with junk like stones, broken bricks, and maybe a few beer cans. If you want a successful garden, improving poor soil like this is a must: clear out as much as possible and replace it with triple mix or good, old compost. In garden lingo, this is called “amending the soil.”

PH

This may sound like Grade 11 chemistry, but all soil can be either acidic or alkaline, and this has a huge impact on a plant’s ability to take up certain nutrients. The acidity or alkalinity of your soil is measured on a pH scale that ranges from 0 to 14. Most plants grow best in soil that is neutral, which means it has a pH near 7.0. But plants such as azaleas, rhododendrons, and blueberries need acidic soils (below 6.0) to grow well. Acidic soils are sometimes called “sour.” On the other end of the scale is clematis, which enjoys “sweet,” or alkaline, soil with a pH of more than 7.0.

How do you know which type of soil you have? As a rule of thumb, soils that contain a lot of clay or peat moss are acidic. Pine needles also add acidity to the soil as they break down, so areas under evergreens usually have a low pH. Adding horticultural lime (available at garden centres) or wood ash from your fireplace can make soil more alkaline.

You can buy soil-testing kits to measure the pH of your garden, but let me be honest: I’ve rarely tested my soil unless I’ve seen plants struggling. For most locations with good soil, you can generally assume the pH will be neutral.

[image: ]

Sandy soil (top left) tends to fall apart in your hands. It offers good drainage, but doesn’t retain moisture and contains little or no organic material. Clay soil (top right) clumps together when you squeeze it. Clay is the enemy of many suburban gardens: it has poor drainage, and is easily compacted and acidic. Loam (bottom left) is rich in organic material and contains a balance of sand, silt, and clay. You can recognize it by feel: it holds its shape briefly when you squeeze it, but eventually breaks apart. Peat moss (bottom right) absorbs water like a sponge and loosens compacted soil. It’s a great amendment for both sand and clay, as well as the main ingredient in potting soil.
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To measure the acidity of soil, you can buy an inexpensive pH test (left). You just put a soil sample in the water and drop in the pill: the colour of the water indicates the pH level. The pH here is neutral-good soil to work with.

I should stress that you don’t need to go through this entire process every time you want to add a plant to your garden. The idea is simply to understand the overall features of your property (make some notes so you don’t forget!). Your ultimate goal is to pick the right plant for the right place. Soon you’ll be able to put it all together, walk into the garden centre, and announce: “I need a plant that thrives in Zone S, in shade, and in a dry, sandy soil with a neutral pH.”

Now that you’ve got to know yourself and your garden, it’s time to get to know this book! I’ve organized everything by season, so you don’t have to read it cover to cover all at once. Just use it when you need it, and I’ll be there to help guide you through the season you’re in. I start with helping you prepare the groundwork in early spring and select and plant perennials and annuals a bit later in the spring. Then I show you how to maintain your garden during the ravages of summer, offer tips for enjoying fall colours and a harvest of vegetables, and help you wind down as winter approaches.

Each chapter except the Winter chapter is divided into three sections: Flower Garden (which includes any ornamental plants, whether or not they actually flower), Vegetable Garden, and Lawn. There are a lot of jobs to do each season, so all the sections begin with a checklist that will help you stay organized. (I’m easily distracted, so I like to create to-do lists to keep me focused—although sometimes I spend more time on the list than on the actual tasks!) Feel free to skip over any step that doesn’t apply to your situation. After you’ve finished reading each section, the checklist will be a handy review: use it to draw up your own to-do list of seasonal jobs.

Now, let’s get growing!
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Early Spring
Getting Ready to Grow

Gardeners look for the signs of early spring like a kid waiting for Christmas. The weather guy in me knows that the first day of the season is March 20, but if you’re a gardener, you can’t go by the calendar. Wherever you live in Canada, learn to recognize nature’s first signs of spring in your area: robins singing, forsythias bursting into bloom, crocuses popping out of the ground—and gardeners hauling their winter-weary bones out of the house!

[image: ]

I like to think of early spring as a season of preparation. It’s too early to do much planting, since overnight frost is still likely—I have many memories of tender annuals planted too soon and turning into frozen, fallen friends. At this time of year, you’ll concentrate on getting the lawn and garden ready for the warmer weather that’s on its way. This means cleaning up, repairing winter damage, digging new beds, and amending the soil so you’ll be ready to go when it’s planting time. In fact, early spring may be the busiest season in the garden, so it helps to be organized. Remember to use those checklists!

[image: ]

Laying sod is hard work. I may be smiling now, but I be huffing and puffing soon enough!

LAWN


Your early-spring lawn checklist:

[image: ] Decide whether you need to replace entire sections of your lawn, and prepare these areas for seed or sod as necessary.

[image: ] Lightly rake your lawn to remove excess thatch.

[image: ] Repair areas that were damaged over the winter.

[image: ] Aerate your lawn to allow water, oxygen, and nutrients to penetrate the roots.

[image: ] Thicken sparse areas by top-dressing and overseeding.

[image: ] Give the grass a light mowing.

[image: ] Feed your lawn with a nitrogen-rich fertilizer.

[image: ] Use a weed preventer (corn gluten) to deter crabgrass.



In the other chapters of this book, I’ll discuss the flower and vegetable gardens before we get to the lawn. But in early spring, there’s not much to do in the garden. Your grass, on the other hand, will be in need of repair and rejuvenation. Just be careful not to start too soon. When you walk around your property, does the ground feel spongy? If so, wait before beginning your lawn work. Walking on soggy ground will compact the soil and may even damdamage your grass.

[image: ]

Your lawn may look like a battlefield in early spring! If it’s beyond repair, you may need to start from scratch with seed or sod.

Once the ground is firm under your feet, take some time to remove leaves, fallen branches, and any other debris from the lawn. A matting of leaves over one area can do a lot of damage: it will block out much-needed light and eventually suffocate and kill your grass.

Starting a Lawn from Scratch

Now that you’ve cleared it off, take a second to stand back and survey your yard. A blanket of snow can hide a lot of lawn woes! If your lawn looks like a battlefield in early spring, you may be better off simply replacing it. I use the 50/50 rule: if your lawn is 50 per cent damaged, you’re better off starting over, rather than trying to fix it. Once you add up the time and money spent on seed, soil, and fertilizer, it’s likely cheaper and quicker to start from scratch.

If less than 50 per cent of your lawn is damaged, congrats! You can skip this section and move on to the steps to get it looking even better. But if things are looking a little rough, you have two choices when growing a new lawn: seed or sod. Seed is a lot cheaper, but it takes more time. Laying new sod gives you a great-looking lawn immediately, but it’s expensive. Depending on the type and quality of seed you choose, a lawn measuring 465 square metres (5,000 square feet) will cost you $75 to $100 for seed and fertilizer. Covering the same area with sod will cost 10 to 15 times more, even if you do the labour yourself!

The steps for prepping your lawn are essentially the same for both seed and sod:



	Start with a bare canvas. That means you’ll have to strip out the old turf. If you have a small lawn, you can probably do this yourself by renting a Rototiller. For large areas, however, you’re better off hiring a professional, who will also make sure the grade slopes away from the house and not toward it.

	Add a layer of good topsoil. 10 to 20 cm (4 to 8 inches) is ideal, but just do the best you can. Mixing this into the subsoil will improve drainage and provide more organic matter to support the lawn’s roots.

	Rake, level, and lightly roll the soil. For small lawns, you can use a large hand roller (it looks like a barrel with a big handle, and you fill it with water to supply the weight) or for larger properties you can buy or rent a bigger version that you pull behind a lawn tractor or ATV.

	Apply a seed-and-sod starter fertilizer. These are high in phosphorus to encourage strong root development.





Growing from Seed

The best time to apply grass seed is when the temperature is no cooler than 15°C (59°F). While you can get a jump start on preparing your new lawn in early spring, your seed will not germinate until soil temperatures warm up.

When you’re buying grass seed, check the label and choose a mixture with a high percentage of ryegrass and fescue and a low proportion (less than 20 per cent) of Kentucky bluegrass. Kentucky blue may look good, but ryes and fescues are tougher: they require less water and are more disease resistant. Some grass seed mixes are specifically designed for hot, sunny areas, while others are better for shade, so choose the one that suits your location.

Buying in bulk is generally cheapest, but don’t focus only on price: bargain grass seed will typically have low germination rates. Coverage also varies, so check the bag or ask the garden centre for help.

[image: ]

You can broadcast (scatter) grass seed with a spreader or even by hand if you’re trying to cover a small area. Try to achieve even coverage. You don’t need to coat the entire surface of lawn, but be generous: think of poppy seeds on a bagel. I like to reapply grass seed every two or three weeks until the area is full and thick. Grass seed doesn’t need to be covered, but it does need to make contact with the soil. You can help by lightly going over the area with a fan rake or even with a light rolling. Make sure the seed isn’t buried more than 7 mm (1/4 inch) deep.

Once you’ve seeded the area, follow these tips to ensure good results:



	Keep the area moist: do not allow the seed to dry out. I generally like to seed a lawn just before a period of rain, but if you need to water, morning is best. The goal is to keep the first few centimetres of soil moist but not flooded. If the weather is dry, you’ll need to water daily—or even a couple of times a day—for the first three or four days.

	Stay off the area until the new grass is established.

	Do not use any weed control—natural or chemical. Corn gluten, for example, will prevent crabgrass from growing, but it will also stop the grass seed from germinating.

	Do not mow until the grass is 8 to 10 cm (3 to 4 inches) high.

	Do not use high-nitrogen fertilizer until the lawn is well established: for the first season, you want to focus on strong roots, not top growth.

	If your new lawn still has sparse or bare patches, continue to overseed every 10 days or so: unlike my hair, your lawn can get thicker!
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After spreading grass seed, rake the area to give the seed a light covering of topsoil.

Laying Sod

Sod isn’t always available in early spring: if it’s cold and the snow is late to leave, you won’t be able to find it. However, if Mother Nature turns up the heat a bit, early spring may be the perfect time of year to lay sod.

How much do you need? The size of a roll can vary, but the standard size is 9 square feet (about 1 square metre). So it’s time for some simple math: measure the length and width of your property and multiply to find the area. (If the space is irregular, divide it into smaller sections and add the areas together.) Once you determine the square footage, divide by nine to figure out the number of standard rolls you need.

When your sod is delivered, remember that it’s perishable: if you leave it exposed for too long, it will die. Try to time your delivery so the sod arrives the same day you plan to install it. If this isn’t possible, place the sod in a shaded location.

Prepare the site the same way you would if you were seeding (see above). Then get ready to roll! Be warned: laying sod is tough work, so ask a friend or two for help.

Use your driveway, property line, or sidewalk as a guideline to follow as you lay your sod. Stagger the rows, laying the sod in a brickwork pattern. That is, make sure that when you lay down the second row, the middle of each piece of sod lies against the lines between pieces in the first row. Then lay the third row against the second row in the same way—and so on. (When laying sod on a slope, start at the bottom and lay the rows horizontally, not from the bottom to the top. For steep slopes, you may need to drive a thin stake through the middle of each piece to stop it from sliding down the slope.) The edges of the sod should butt right up against each other: don’t overlap the pieces or leave spaces between them. If some spaces are smaller than the size of one piece of sod, cut the sod to size, using a sharp knife or spade. When you’re done, roll the entire area to remove air pockets and to make sure the roots have made contact with the soil.

Water your new sod immediately and generously. Make sure the water penetrates the sod and reaches the soil line: that’s at least 2.5 cm (1 inch) of water. Sod needs to be kept moist until it’s established. The frequency of watering depends on the weather and soil type: it could be as little as once a week or as often as daily. You can lay off on the water once the sod has established itself—you’ll know it’s taken root when you can no longer lift a piece off the ground.

Keep off a newly sodded area for as long as possible: walking on it will compact the soil, and if the sod has just been
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