
Photos by Mike Davis
Background photo: Diana Zlamalik

Escarpment Views 6 ❦ Spring 2008 ❦ Spring 2008 7 Escarpment Views

Spring in the 
Living Garden
By Charles Hildebrandt

H
arbingers of Spring
When the first bell-shaped 
flowers poke through the 
white of winter we feel 

that it won’t be long until our gar-
den is awake. The snowdrops, pru-
dently planted at the sunny side of 
the house, defy the cold and inspire 
us with the expectation that the 
planting season will soon be with 
us. And if we look into the water-
logged boggy areas at the edge of 
our lakes we find the leathery leaves 
of the skunk cabbage, an early riser 
as well. By the way, notwithstand-
ing its unappetizing appellation, 
this member of the brassica is quite 
palatable, provided its green leaves 
have been thoroughly cooked to 
minimize the plant’s strong odour.

Meanwhile the ubiquitous 
Scilla Siberica, the siberian scillas 
of the Canadian gardens, mingle 
their heavenly blue with the white 
of the snowdrops and if the sun of 
the last few days continues to shine, 
the emerging crocus impart a pro-
fusion of colour into our flower-
beds. The 12 different shapes and 
colours of the daffodils and narcis-
sus emerge, interspersed with the 
lowly, semi-wild dicentra, whose 
corms look deceptively like those 
of the squirrel corn with which it 
is related. Another member of this 
small family of watery-juiced herbs, 
the fanciful bleeding heart is just 
emerging from its winter dormancy 
and we must wait awhile to admire 
its teardrop-shaped flowers.

Spring is Here
Even in Canada’s south we cannot 
expect to see any colour in our care-

and dutchman’s breeches settle in 
the alkaline soil found around sand-
stone rocks. Because the host trees, 
let alone the sandstone rocks, derive 
no benefit from these wildflowers 
growing at their feet, we cannot see 
the relationship as a symbiotic one. 
Yet the wildflowers are finding their 
ecological niche. n
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the curled-up leaf. Reliable sources 
assure us that the blood-red sap of 
the plant, particularly in its root, 
was used by Aboriginals as body 
paint to increase their fervour 
when going on the war path against 
a neighbouring tribe. 

Less capricious are the chemi-
cals produced by many other 
plants, some poisonous, like the 
water-growing hemlock of So-
crates’ fate, many others of a ben-
eficial nature. The strong-scented 
chamomile comes to mind, the 

coltsfoot which unknowing gov-
ernment agents have put on the 
eradication list, despite the fact 
that leaves, stems and flowers of 
this plant qualify to be on the 
shelves of the pharmacy.

What is not so widely known 
is the anaesthetizing effect of all 
parts of the northern prickly ash, 
its Latin name the tongue-breaking 
Xanthoxylum Americanum. Chew-
ing leaves, leaf buds or twigs of this 
“toothache tree,” as it was dubbed 
by pioneer farmers, is a tried and 

tested means of alleviating the pain 
from an infected tooth. And then 
there are the nuts of the butternut, 
if we can get them before the squir-
rels, which are said to provide a 
foolproof laxative.

How amazing it is to observe 
how plants have adapted to their sur-
roundings. We see the spring beauty 
forming rings around beech trees, 
toothwort (Dentaria) favouring the 
community of sugar maples where 
there seem to be nutrients conducive 
to their growth, how squirrel corn 

fully constructed perennial beds, 
where lilies and geraniums, dahlias 
and roses will compete with gladi-
oli and asters to be the stars of the 
summer. Yet if the past winter has 
been mild, the white flower of the 
Hellebores Niger, the Christmas rose, 
may poke through the snow and the 
Erica Carnea, the spring-blooming 
heather, will not be far behind.

In the depth of the forest, where 
patches of snow have given way to 
moisture-laden humus, the green 
needle-like leaves of the wild onions 
are alive, reclaiming their territory. 
Clumps of evergreen sedges pre-
pare for the raising of their minute 
flowers and the carmine-red of the 
tiny fungus that we call “pixie cup” 
pokes out of the wet ground where 
weeks ago snow fleas pursued their 
strange way of life.

The winter-hardy Christmas 
fern, the various types of wood ferns 
and the royal fern which, inciden-
tally, loves the moisture of the bog, 
show their evergreen fronds, but the 
ubiquitous sensitive fern is prudent 
enough not to break the ground 
before the last day of frost. Can we 
trust it and plant our tomatoes when 
the sensitive comes out? Mosses and 
lichens, of course, don’t care about 
frost. Whey they get enough mois-
ture, and they do from melting snow, 
they puff up and fairly double their 
size to form those lovely green cush-
ions, the sponges of the forest.

In the woodlot behind the gar-
den, untouched by the developer’s 
greedy axe, we marvel at the show 
displayed by the bloodroot, as it 
shoves its flower stalk with the 
white star-shaped blossom through 
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Spring beauties, clockwise from top left: 
snowdrops, scilla, daffodils, crocuses


