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Spring and
Summer Birds
of the Dominion
Arboretum

By Raja Khanal

ach spring, the Dominion Arboretum in

Ottawa comes alive in a way that feels
almost magical. What seems like a quiet,
dormant landscape through February and
March slowly transforms into one of the
city’s most vibrant bird habitats. By May,
the air is filled with movement, colour, and
birdsong as migrants return and resident
species begin raising their young.

By mid-April, the first wave of spring
migrants arrives, travelling from the
southern United States, Mexico, Central
America, and even northern South
America. These birds have flown thousands
of kilometres to take advantage of Ottawa’s
long summer days and abundant insect life.
Among the earliest and most noticeable
arrivals are Red-winged Blackbirds,
Common Grackles, and American Robins.

As spring progresses, both the diversity
and energy of the Arboretum (and the
Fletcher Wildlife Garden) increase. From
mid-April to early May, species such as Tree
Swallows, Eastern Phoebes, Song Sparrows,
and Yellow-rumped Warblers become
common sights. These early migrants take
full advantage of the warming weather,
open water, and emerging insects.

By May, migration reaches its peak, and
the Arboretum becomes especially lively
and colourful. Warblers move through
the treetops in large numbers. The bright
Yellow Warbler is a frequent highlight,
often joined by the striking Baltimore
Oriole, whose vivid orange flashes through
the canopy. Rose-breasted Grosbeaks
add bold contrast, while Warbling Vireos
sing steadily from high branches. In the
understory, Gray Catbirds slip quietly
through shrubs, and Least Flycatchers
make their presence known with sharp,

repetitive calls. By late
May, many migrants are
either passing through or
settling in to breed.

One of the most
anticipated arrivals each
year is the Ruby-throated
Hummingbird. These tiny
birds travel remarkable
distances from Central
America and the southern
United States. Some even
cross the Gulf of Mexico
in a single flight. They
typically reach Ottawa

in early to mid-May and
stay until September.
Flowering crabapples,
lilacs, and garden beds
provide essential nectar.
On calm mornings

and warm evenings,
photographers often
gather near these blooms,
hoping to capture the
shimmer of a hovering
hummingbird.

As migration slows and

June approaches, the

Arboretum shifts from

a stopover point to a

breeding ground. Mature

trees support nesting by

American Robins, Black-

capped Chickadees, Northern Cardinals,
Blue Jays, and Downy Woodpeckers. Hairy
Woodpeckers drum on larger trunks,
while White-breasted Nuthatches move
head-first down bark in search of insects.
In quieter, denser areas, Veery and Wood
Thrush fill the air with their soft, flute-like
songs, while Eastern Wood-Pewees call
from shaded perches. These woodland
birds depend on both branches and natural
cavities, highlighting the importance of
preserving mature trees in urban spaces.

Beyond the trees, the open fields of the
Central Experimental Farm host a different
bird community. Savannah Sparrows sing
from fence posts, Red-winged Blackbirds
defend patches of wet grass, and Killdeer
call loudly while nesting directly on gravel
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Red-winged Blackbird. Raja Khanal

Continued on page 3...
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https://www.facebook.com/FCEFOttawa?fref=ts
https://www.instagram.com/friendsofthefarmottawa/

UPCOMING EVENTS Stay tuned to our 2026 Events page and our Facebook page for more details.

Free Tours of the
Ornamental Gardens
Those remaining for 2026 | Rain or shine

» W.T. Macoun Memorial Garden
Saturday July 8, 6:00 pm — 7:00 p.m.

W.T. Macoun was Dominion
Horticulturalist for 23 years. The garden

is built on the footprint of his residence.
Many of the perennials and shrubs are
those Macoun would have had in his
garden. Tour leader is Debra Hauer, Team
Leader, Macoun Garden Team.

» Perennial Garden

Saturday July 25, 10:00 — 11:00 a.m.,

This tour introduces perennial garden
design, care and, of course, perennials,
the plants that keep on going! Tour leader
is Janice Seline, Team Leader, Perennials
Team.

» Rock Garden

Tuesday September 8, 5:00 — 6:00 p.m.
Since 2014, Agriculture and Agri-Food
Canada staff and Friends of the Central
Experimental Farm volunteers have been
rejuvenating this garden by moving and
replacing large trees and shrubs and
planting alpines. Tour leader is Annie
Creighton, Team Leader, Rock Garden.

» Rose Gardens (both the Heritage
Rose Garden and the Explorer Rose
Garden)

Saturday, September 19, 2:00 — 3:00 p.m.
The first roses were planted at the Central
Experimental Farm (CEF) soon after it was
established in 1886. Rose breeders were
active at the CEF for about 90 years, from
the first director William Saunders to
Isabella Preston in the 1920s, to Felicitas
Svejda who created the beautiful, hardy
Explorer roses. Tour leaders are Jennifer
Williams, Team Leader, Heritage Rose
Garden and lan Dublin, Team Leader,
Explorer Rose Garden.

Although the tours are free and open to
the public, you must register in advance.
For details on registration, attendance,
and parking go to this website.

Also, please check our website for
similar events as well as for information
about the Friends of the Farm, such as
becoming a volunteer or a member,
signing up for our information bulletins,
purchasing our publications about

the Central Experimental Farm or

our greeting cards featuring photos
taken in the Ornamental Gardens.

Of particular interest is our book
Blooms: An lllustrated History of the
Ornamental Gardens at Ottawa’s Central

Experimental Farm.
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Speaker Series
The FCEF Speaker
Series, inaugurated
in 2025, continues
this year with
opportunities

to learn more
about the Central
Experimental Farm
— its history, its
successes, and its
ongoing research.

W arbours at the Heritage

Rose Garden, May 2026. R. Hinchcliff

Free Tours of the
Arboretum

Check the website for
upcoming tours. Guided by
local experts, they are typically
offered every month from May
to November. Although the
tours are free and open to the
public, you must register in
advance on our website. Space
is limited to 30 people per tour.
Donations to the Friends of the
Farm are gratefully accepted
during the tours.

Spring flowers at the Farm with Robert Glendinning, Propagator/
Landscape Gardener with Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, May 2026. Eric Jones

Brisk Plant Sales on Mothers’ Day!

“A chilly wind did not discourage buyers from browsing the plants and garden

items available for sale and making a beeline for their favourite vendors,” reports
Plant Sale Coordinator Susan Bailey. “Sales were brisk, with many vendors having
very little to take away with them at the end of the sale.”



https://friendsofthefarm.ca/fcef-annual-events/ornamental-garden-tours/
https://friendsofthefarm.ca/
https://friendsofthefarm.ca/home/boutique/
https://friendsofthefarm.ca/home/boutique/blooms-an-illustrated-history/
https://friendsofthefarm.ca/home/boutique/blooms-an-illustrated-history/
https://friendsofthefarm.ca/home/boutique/blooms-an-illustrated-history/
https://friendsofthefarm.ca/fcef-annual-events/arboretum-tree-tours/
http://Plant Sale – Neatby Building parking lot, Maple Drive, Sunday, May 10, 8 am to 1 pm, rain or shine.

Used Book Drop-off – May 23.

Used Book Sale – May 30 and 31.

Annual General Meeting – Tuesday, June 9.

Garden Party – July 25, 3 to 5 pm.

Arboretum tours – To be announced.

Ornamental Gardens tours – To be announced.

Stay tuned to our 2026 Events page and our Facebook page for more details.

https://www.facebook.com/FCEFOttawa/?ref=bookmarks

Continued from page 1...

or bare ground. Canada Geese graze along
lawns and waterways, often accompanied
by their goslings in early summer. By July,
American Goldfinches become more
noticeable, feeding on thistle and other
field plants.

The Arboretum, Fletcher Wildlife Garden,
and their surroundings also provide
excellent habitat for birds of prey. Red-
tailed Hawks circle overhead, scanning for
small mammals, while Cooper’s Hawks
move quickly along wooded edges in
pursuit of songbirds. American Kestrels can
sometimes be seen hovering above open
grasslands. At night, Great Horned Owls,
which are early nesters and may begin as
early as February, occupy the area, along
with well-camouflaged Eastern Screech-
Owls tucked into tree cavities.

The nearby Rideau River adds yet another
layer of bird life. Mallards and Canada
Geese are common, while Wood Ducks
nest in tree cavities along the shoreline.
Common Mergansers patrol the water, and
Common Goldeneyes may appear during
migration. Spotted Sandpipers walk along
the edges, and Double-crested Cormorants
occasionally perch above the river.

Summer in the Arboretum is a season

of constant activity. Most migratory
songbirds arrive between late April and
May, nest through June and July, and
begin their southward journeys by late
August. Swallows, including Tree and Barn
Swallows, glide gracefully over open areas,
catching insects, while young birds can
often be seen learning to forage under the
watchful eye of their parents.

Observations submitted over the past
decade through eBird suggest subtle

but meaningful changes are occuring. In
warmer years, some migrants are arriving
earlier than before. Northern Cardinals
have become more firmly established year-
round, while Carolina Wrens, once rare in
Ottawa, are now reported more frequently,
likely benefiting from milder winters.
Cooper’s Hawks are also being seen more
often, reflecting their growing adaptation
to urban environments. While many
familiar species remain stable, these shifts
highlight the influence of climate and urban
development on local bird life.

Today, the Dominion Arboretum stands

as one of Ottawa’s most important urban
biodiversity spaces. It offers mature trees
for nesting, open fields for ground-dwelling
species, river habitat for waterfowl, and
critical stopover sites for long-distance
migrants. It has also become a favourite
destination for birdwatchers and
photographers, especially during the peak
migration weeks of May.

From the first American Robin returning in
early spring to the last swallows departing
in September, the Arboretum tells a

seasonal story of movement, renewal, and
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life. Each visit brings a flash of colour in the
canopy, a hawk soaring overhead, or the
soft hum of hummingbird wings.

Raja Khanal is a member of the Birds
Committee of the Ottawa Field Naturalists’
Club and a Research Scientist at Agriculture
and Agri-Food Canada.

1. Great Horned Owl

2. American Goldfinch
3. Cedar Waxwing

4. Ruby-crowned Kinglet

Photos by Raja Khanal



While the Friends of the Farm have held
many book drop-offs and sales in the
past, this year marked a new beginning,
with new challenges. After a one-year
hiatus, the sale moved to a new location,
the K.W. Neatby Building’s Salon. At this
site, it was not possible to collect books
and then store them while they were
being processed for sale. Preparations
needed to take place in a very short
amount of time. From when the public
kindly dropped off their book donations
to the date of the sale was a mere seven
days instead of the usual seven months.
Many people who attended the sale
marvelled at how well-organized it was.

We collected and sold thousands of
books and netted $8,000 for the Friends

Book Sale Success! 8y Aline Michaud

of the Central Experimental Farm!

It was all made possible by the FCEF’s
dedicated volunteers. Many thanks are
due to over 45 volunteers who spent

a hectic week lugging boxes, sorting
books, pricing them, setting up tables,
working the tills, assisting customers,
and delivering leftover books to various
charities and other organizations.
Congratulations to our hard-working
volunteers for a great accomplishment.

Aline Michaud was the Book Sale
Coordinator. Her leadership was
instrumental in the success of the event.

Books at the Neatby Building, ready for
the rush of customers. Aline Michaud

GETTING TO KNOW
OUR VOLUNTEER
DIRECTOR

Christina Fiedorowicz

s | consider my three years as the

Volunteer Director at the Friends of
the Farm, | find what | have enjoyed most
is my contact with the many wonderful
volunteers who have such a passion and
dedication for the Farm. | bring to my role
on the Board of Directors my experience of
over 20 years on volunteer boards.

Volunteering with Friends of the Farm has
also helped my transition to retirement
from my profession as a neuropsychologist
specializing in assessing individuals with
known or suspected brain damage or
dysfunction. | was fortunate to have worked
in a variety of settings including hospitals,
university and school boards, and in private
practice. | thoroughly enjoyed my clinical
work as well as teaching and research.

Part of my attraction to the Friends of
the Farm was my passion for gardening.

I lived on a hobby farm for 20 years with
flower and vegetable gardens (along with
a multitude of animals). During COVID
lockdown | attained my Master Gardener

Recognition of
Long-Service Volunteers

By Christina Fiedorowicz

The Friends of the Farm has over 300
dedicated volunteers contributing
about 9,000 hours annually. Many
volunteers work in the Ornamental
Gardens, the Arboretum and the
Merivale Shelterbelt. Others work at
our various events, in the office, on
the Board of Directors, and at various
other activities.

Each year, we recognize volunteers
who have reached a special milestone
in their service and this year we
acknowledge, with much appreciation,
the following volunteers.

» 5YEARS OF SERVICE:
Susan Bailey, lan Dublin, Joanne
Faloon, Aline Michaud, Janice
Seline, Ann Speak, Helen Tsang,
Heather Webster

10 YEARS OF SERVICE:
Lynn Culhane, Sherry Eliot, Christine
Ljungkull, Andrew McGregor

15 YEARS OF SERVICE:
Susan Killam, Jeanine Lewis,
Blaine Marchand

On behalf of the Friends’ Board of
Directors, | wish to congratulate all of
you for such dedicated long service
and sincerely thank you. Volunteers
are the heart of our organization, and
your individual roles are key to our
success.

certification. Since moving into the city,

| have tried to develop a garden on a
slope in the shade with clay soil (a wee bit
challenging!).

On a personal note, my husband and |
have been on many wonderful adventures
together. We enjoy travel, nature, animals,
and gardening. We now live near the
Experimental Farm and walk through
regularly along with Sami, our naughty
Welsh Terrier.

A current challenge as Volunteer Director
is replacing the Volunteer Coordinator
who has held this position for over 10
years. After realizing one person could not
fulfill the role, | am creating a Volunteer
Support Team of individuals with different
areas of expertise. My goal over the next
term is to learn from our volunteers what
additional ways might be found to make
their experience with Friends of the Farm
as positive and fulfilling as possible.
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Protecting Birds at the Farm
By Richard Hinchcliff

”Since the establishment of the Farm,
efforts have been made to prevent
the destruction of birds and the robbing
of their nests.” Thus wrote C. Gordon
Hewitt, Dominion Entomologist, in 1914%,
proposing that the Central Experimental
Farm become a bird sanctuary.

Indiscriminate destruction of birds and
their nests was common in the Ottawa

area around the time the Farm was
established in 1886. There were efforts

to change attitudes. Letters to the editor

of local newspapers decried, for example,
“hairbrained shootists ... the small boys and
big ones with less sense and more powder
and pistol.” The Ottawa Humane Society
was established in 1888.

An unlikely culprit
was the youngest
son of William

S. Saunders,
director of the
Farm. Fred
Saunders was 12
years old when
he moved with
his parents and
older sister from
London, Ontario,
to Ottawa. His
father gave him
agunin early
January 1890 and

Ten-year-old Fred shortly after he

Saunders in 1885, two  wrote: “l intend
years before he came to to get up early
Ottawa with his parents. tomorrow if it is
a fine day and
shoot sparrows, there’s quite a flock of
them at the barn.?” The sparrows were not
welcome there. Fred wrote that “Mr. Fixter
[Farm foreman] has the sparrows in the
big barn shot once in a while as they are a
great nuisance. He sends them over to our
house and we eat them; they are fine.”

Fred’s prime motive for shooting sparrows
was not, however, to get food for the
household. Emulating his older brother
William E., Fred aimed to begin a collection
of birds. He wrote to his brother “Will you
please send me down what instruments Ill
need for skinning? | will be able to practise
skinning on the sparrows this winter and
hope to be able to collect in the spring.”

William E. Saunders, who had stayed in
London to run the family drugstore, was a
passionate bird and small animal collector.
He had begun to gather and scientifically-
arrange a collection of native birds, both
male and female in summer and winter
plumage, as well as the nest and eggs

of each species. His collection of wildlife
eventually amounted to

over 9,000 specimens. In his

later years, he campaigned

vigorously against the

hunting of wildlife and for

the creation of protected

parklands.

Frederick A. Saunders
earned a PhD in physics

and at the end of his career
was Chairman of the
Department of Physics at
Harvard University. He made
fundamental contributions
in spectroscopy over many
years and conducted

research in various fields of Frederick A. Saunders
acoustics, including work on National Academy of

violins.> Besides his teaching Sciences

<4 MAIN PHOTO “House sparrows, male
and female,” by Frank Hennessey, Artist,
Entomology Division, in a 1931 bulletin

by the Department of Agriculture, which
described the common house sparrow

as a nuisance; for example, by driving
away more desirable species of wild birds.
Department of Agriculture, “Household
Insects and Their Control,” Bulletin No. 112,
1931.

<« INSET PHOTO C. Gordon Hewitt. Library
and Archives Canada, PA-143057

considered the Farm well suited to being
a bird sanctuary. He asked the Boy Scouts
to help by discouraging their peers from
destroying birds and nests. “The influence
of such boys upon their more wayward
and less enlightened brothers would
undoubtedly be beneficial.”

Something else that Gordon Hewitt did
was to persuade the Farm’s director to
distribute 160 nesting boxes around the
Farm. William E. Saunders had told Hewitt
of the positive results elsewhere from the
use of such boxes.

Hewitt argued that birds were to be
protected not only for sentimental or
aesthetic reasons, but also for practical
purposes. For example, he cited the
huge annual loss of field crops due to
insect pests that could be offset by the
encouragement of insectivorous birds.

Hewitt was Canada’s chief negotiator for an
international migratory bird treaty signed
with the United States in 1916. This was
implemented in Canada in 1917 with the
Migratory Birds Convention Act, covering
the protection of game birds, non-game
birds, and migratory insectivorous birds.
One of the provisions of the Act
was to allow for the designation
of migratory bird sanctuaries;
thus, the Experimental Farm Bird
Sanctuary was created in 1926.
Hewitt didn’t live to see it; after
an attack of influenza in 1920, he
contracted pneumonia and died
at the age of 35.

The Experimental Farm Bird
Sanctuary in the 1950s featured
an enclosed area, including

a pond, by Dow’s Lake down
from the Arboretum. A couple
of dozen Canada Geese with
clipped wings were kept there
as an attraction for visitors.
There were also Pilgrim Geese,
used by the Poultry Division

at the Farm in egg production

and research in physics,
Saunders was an accomplished musician.
He maintained his interest in birds and
became an expert in their identification and
behaviour.

EXPERIMENTAL FARM BIRD SANCTUARY

With its variety of trees and shrubs,
especially those bearing fruit, Hewitt

experiments. It is not known
when the Sanctuary was closed or why,
although the need to control marauding
birds in the experimental crop fields
perhaps outweighed the benefits of insect
pest control.

There are now 92 sanctuaries across
Canada, including the Rideau River
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Birdbath at the Heritage Rose Garden.
R. Hinchcliff

Migratory Bird Sanctuary near Merrickville,
Ontario, which “offers many waterfowl|
species a secure location to feed and rest.”
In early May this year, Nature Canada
certified Ottawa as a Bird Friendly City.
There are 41 such cities committed to
“reducing key threats to birds, protecting
their habitat and educating residents.”
The Ottawa Field Naturalists Club and Bird
Friendly Ottawa were strong advocates for
the certification.

A LASTING ACT OF KINDNESS

There is a concrete reminder at the Farm
of the movement to protect birds—a
birdbath at the Heritage Rose Garden. This
is described by William Knight, Curator of
Agriculture and Fisheries at Ingenium, in an
upcoming book on monuments in Ottawa.*

The birdbath was presented to the Ottawa
Humane Society by William Barnard

in memory and by the wish of his wife
Mina Beach Barnard. It was erected in

the Ornamental Gardens in the 1940s.
The plaque reads “Erected on this public
land in witness of the call for kindness to

bird and beast and the need for humane
understanding and conduct.”

Knight writes that little is known about
Mina Beach. “We know from the plaque
that she was motivated by kindness to
animals and had a special attachment to
birds. The birdbath is practical: it offers
water to birds for cleaning and drinking ...
She leaves us with this: that she cared to
make her modest monument a lasting act
of kindness.”

1 C. Gordon Hewitt, “The Protection of Birds in and
Around Ottawa,” The Ottawa Naturalist, XXVII, March
1914.

2 W.E. Saunders fonds, Royal Ontario Museum
Reference Library Archives (SC47).

3 Harry F. Olson, “Frederick Albert Saunders 1975-
1963: A Biographical Memoir,” National Academy of
Sciences, Washington, D.C., 1967.

“In Granite and Bronze: An Unofficial Guide to the
Monuments in Canada's National Capital, Edited

by Tonya Davidson and David Dean. [Two other
monuments at the Farm are written about in the
book— the William T. Macoun sundial (by Richard
Hinchcliff) and the James Fletcher water fountain (by
Dan Brunton).]

Trees and Shrubs for Birds By Crispin Wood
(Reprinted from this Newsletter, Volume 24, No. 4, Fall 2012)

t's human nature to want what we can't

have. We love the chase, and revel in the
chance to use our wit and wiles to attract
and tame that which is wild and free. Few
creatures represent this age-old struggle
better than the bird on wing. From the
splash of colour of a cardinal or blue jay
against a white winter backdrop, to the
robin and blackbird trumpeting the arrival
of spring, birds represent the epitome of
the untamed wild. As hunter-gatherers, we
are driven to trap and catch, to contain,
to identify, collect, number and catalogue,
and when it comes to the bird world those
instincts are manifested in bird watching.
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Over the last century, technology has
infiltrated every part of our lives, and bird
watching is no exception. Technological
advances have affected all staples of the
craft, from binoculars to bird feeders.
However, in the latter part of the 1900s, the
environmental movement began looking to
nature, not technology, to solve (or at least
identify more sustainable approaches to)
life’s problems. In terms of bird watching,
the idea of attracting wildlife using wildlife
was born: why purchase birdseed and erect
man-made birdhouses, when one could
simply plant a garden to emulate natural
ecosystem patterns? Why use technology

<« Robin in a crabapple tree R. Hinchcliff.

to reinvent the wheel, when nature already
provides the food and shelter for the object
of your attraction.

THE WILD AND THE WILDLIFE

The simplest solution would be to allow
one’s property to fallow and naturally
return to “wild.” The solution, however,
is not without flaws; for example,

the introduction of invasive species,
limited biodiversity due to landscape
fragmentation, not to mention disgruntled
neighbours faced with the tangled

mess of weeds that you explain as
“natural landscaping.” The more sensible
compromise is to select a few plants that
can provide both food and shelter for our
little friends, while remaining part of a
formal urban/suburban landscape.

There are hundreds of trees and shrubs
that provide varying sources of food and
shelter. Just Google “shrubs for birds” or
something similar and you will find more
fruit, seed and nut bearing woody plants
than ever imagined. The problem then
becomes how best to sort through it to find
the "right fit."

The most important thing to remember is
that the best way to attract a bird is to give
it what it’s used to. When it comes to trees
and shrubs, think native and/or indigenous.
Look for plants that have historically grown
in the region in which you live. Native and
indigenous plants perform better in the
environmental conditions in which they
evolved, and they will also be better suited
to providing food and shelter to those
birds that have evolved (geographically)
alongside them.




In short, animals are creatures of habit;
they gravitate to what they know.
Sometimes the best answer is the
simplest. If you want to attract wildlife,
plant something native, something from
the wild.

When | say "wild," this doesn’t mean
transplanting a boring thicket of green
from your local forest. In fact, many of our
ornamental, flowering trees and shrubs
are merely showy wild specimens, selected
and bred for their landscape appeal.

NATURALIZED GARDENS

Although it's not advisable to let one's
yard grow out of control, it is now
acceptable to have a 'naturalized'
garden provided it is well managed.
The City of Ottawa's 'Landscape
Education Guide' says the following:
"Naturalized gardens must meet
certain requirements. The owner
must understand how to maintain

the garden and be able to identify all
the plants. Native species should be
prioritized. The garden should provide
good ground cover and limit the
spread of invasive plants. The garden
must be managed so it does not
spread onto neighbouring properties."

Eric Jones, leader of one of the
Arboretum volunteer teams.

BOTH ORNAMENTAL AND ATTRACTIVE
TO WILDLIFE

There are many ornamental varieties of
native species that can provide both a
beautiful landscape and food for the birds.
Take, for example, Amelanchier canadensis
(Canada serviceberry), a native small tree,
grown for its showy spring flowers and
small, urban-lot-suitable stature, yet still
capable of producing a large fruit crop
coveted by many of our native songbirds.

Other suitable choices for attracting
wildlife, yet still remaining ornamental,
would be any of the ornamental varieties
of Sambucus (elderberry), Viburnum,
Prunus (cherry), Amelanchier, Cornus
(dogwood), and Cratageus (hawthorn).
Should you be interested in plants that
both hold their fruit and continue to
provide shelter into the winter months
consider Myrica (Bayberry), Malus
(Crabapple), or a Juniper.

Once you have identified a particular

plant or two, you might visit your local
Arboretum to get a good idea of what your
choice looks like at maturity. This will allow
you to choose a specimen best suited to
the size of your property, or at the very
least determine whether the form and
structure of the plant are a good fit for
your landscaping plans.

Crispin Wood was a Horticulturist with
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada.
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Is Volunteering Good for Your Health?

By Christina Fiedorowicz

emember for a moment the feeling you

have when you stand back and see the
results. The flowers have been deadheaded
and restored to their colourful best; the
bed has been rescued from all the weeds;
and the edging added the finishing touch.
Ah, doesn’t the garden look just lovely!
Your soil-covered hands and that smudge
across your cheek are the tell-tale signs of
what you have been up to the last three
hours or so. Perhaps there is the odd
muscle that could use a stretch, and you
admit you are a little tired, but a happy
tired. How do you feel at such moments:
proud of what you have accomplished...
contented...inwardly calm...enjoying the

beauty you have created...that great sense
of physical effort? Or you may remember
how good it feels just to be outdoors
surrounded by nature.

Perhaps all of these come to mind. And,
what about the fun you had working side
by side with your teammates chatting away
sharing stories about your latest adventure
or giving advice about what is a weed to be
pulled and what is not. These feelings and
sensations open the pathway to a positive
state of mind and wellness. Being part of a
group of volunteers with similar goals and
accomplishments is also related to well-
being.

Taking into account our personal
experience, as well as anecdotal evidence—
which can be important but is subjective—
it seems reasonable to conclude that

there could be a connection between
volunteering and wellness. But what does
science say? Is there research evidence that
provides objective information to validate
these feelings and impressions?

RESEARCH FINDINGS

Based on longitudinal studies as well as

28 systematic reviews of the literature,
there are clear findings addressing the link
between volunteering and well-being. The
conclusions are consistent: physical health
benefits, improved mental health, and
enhanced social well-being.

» Physical health benefits

The extent of the positive impact

on physical health depends on the

kind of volunteering one undertakes.
Gardening clearly involves more physical
activity than sitting at a reception desk




welcoming people. However, regardless
of this, studies link better physical
functioning with volunteering, especially
for older adults. Some studies even
associate volunteering with reduced
mortality. Better health behaviours have
also been reported such as reduced
binge drinking, especially amongst
young adults.

It is noteworthy that the biological
response includes not only the direct
physical benefit, but also the body’s
release of mood-enhancing substances
which positively affect mental well-
being.

» Improved mental health

Volunteering is consistently linked to
better mental health. Fewer depressive
symptoms and improved psychosocial
functioning are key findings. Benefits
vary by age and motivation, and older
adults who volunteer for altruistic
reasons tend to have the greatest
wellness gains.

» Enhanced social well-being

The results of the various studies
consistently conclude that volunteering
increases social well-being. This can
involve having a stronger sense of
purpose, and a feeling of belonging
with, and connecting to, others. Social
well-being also benefits mental wellness
and is reported to be a major predictor
of overall wellness with benefits across
social domains, especially for older
adults.

Volunteering also strengthens one’s
sense of belonging and feeling valued,
as well as helping to reduce loneliness.
Regular social contact and collective
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accomplishment are important
components contributing to enhanced
social wellness. Being involved in a
community program provides social
reinforcement, structure, and routine
which encourages persistence and
maintaining social engagement. There is
power in feeling valued and needed.

VOLUNTEER GARDENERS

There are advantages to volunteering

in general but the many studies that
investigated volunteer gardening, especially
community gardens and botanic-garden
groups, consistently reported wellness

benefits. These included
improved mental well-being with
the reduction of depression,
anxiety, and social isolation. In
addition, volunteer gardeners
reported higher life satisfaction,
and strong feelings of purpose.
Volunteers who garden show
measurable improvements in
mood, stress management, and
overall health.

Physical health benefits were
researched as well. Gardening,
with all its digging, lifting and
weeding, has been classified as
a moderate physical activity. It
engages major muscle groups
and supports cardiovascular
health. In addition, exposure to
sunlight boosts vitamin D which
supports the immune system.
A benefit to the microbiome
has also been speculated. A
microbiome is the community
of organisms that live in or on
a particular part of the body.
Exposure to soil and microbes
may improve gut and skin
microbiome diversity.

All of the benefits of social connection
credited to being in a volunteer group

are also reported in the studies focussed

on volunteer community gardeners. The
key factors referenced include collective
accomplishment, regular social contact, skill
building, and importantly, feeling valued
and needed, as well as being imbued with a
sense of purpose.

CONNECTION TO NATURE

There is increasing awareness of the
benefits of being in nature. In fact, some




physicians are now formally prescribing
being in nature as part of a treatment plan.
Studies have identified that exposure to
green spaces supports emotional resilience
and benefits people with depression. But
there is also improvement in mood and a
sense of well-being shown in those who
have no specific mental health challenges.
Cognitive benefits have been studied as
well and measurable gains in attention and
working memory have been demonstrated
after nature walks. Longer-term and
consistent exposure to nature have linked
physical health and green space to lower
rates of cardiovascular incidents. Brain
imaging and neural network studies have
associated the positive effects of nature
and mental health as well as physical
health.

Volunteering and fundraising events

Volunteering at fundraising events also has
significant wellness benefits. Studies have
linked specific activities which are social,
community-oriented and goal-driven (such
as plant and book sales!) to a strong social
connection and sense of purpose as well
as improved emotional well-being. They
involve physical activity which can range
from doing light tasks to those requiring
greater strength and persistence. Light to
moderate activity has been associated with
lower stress, better sleep, and improved
mood.

Consistent with the findings on the positive
benefits of doing volunteer gardening,
those who assist at fundraising functions
also experience high social engagement
which results in better mood and reduced
loneliness. There typically are clear,
meaningful goals when sales are held, and
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these goals enhance a volunteer’s sense of
purpose and feeling of accomplishment.
Success reinforces one’s feelings of
competence and making a positive impact.
The advantage to event volunteering is that

it does not involve long-term commitments.

Volunteering with Friends of the Farm

A review of the various studies and
research findings has led to the clear
conclusion that volunteering is indeed good
for one’s heath. Volunteering with Friends
of the Farm, in particular, offers many
wellness benefits. Whether one is involved
in volunteer gardening or events, there is
the opportunity for direct physical benefits
which in and of itself is a positive outcome.
But in addition, these in turn affect mental
well-being through the release of mood-
enhancing biological processes.

Social connection is one of the strongest
predictors of improved mental health, be
it improvement in depressive symptoms,
lowering stress levels or just improving
mood and, importantly, enjoying that
“feel-good feeling”. Friends of the Farm
offers such a wonderful opportunity in
this regard, whether working in garden
teams in the Ornamental Gardens,
Arboretum, or Shelterbelt or with fellow
volunteers working any of the events.
Although not specifically investigated,
but based on general volunteering
outcomes, no doubt those volunteering in
various other ways such as helping with
office and administration tasks, Board of
Directors contributions, and producing
the Newsletter, Farm Notes and other
communications, all enjoy the same
opportunities for health benefits. Simply
being in such a setting as the Central

Experimental Farm, surrounded by nature’s
beauty and green space is a health benefit
to us all who are volunteers with Friends of
the Farm.

There may be various reasons that each of
us are volunteers with Friends of the Farm
but what a bonus to know that there is a
link between volunteers and wellness, be
it physical, social, or mental health well-
being.

Christina Fiedorowicz is the Volunteer
Director for the Friends of the Farm (see

page 4).

PHOTOS IN ORDER FROM BEGINNING
OF ARTICLE

The Merivale Shelterbelt volunteer team,
June 2, 2026. Standing from the left: Adam
Stone, Christine Ljungkull, Linda Moreau,
Janet Smith, Deborah Riley, Polly McColl
(leader), Anne-Claude Schellenberg. Sitting:
Patty Cooper, Nikki White. Absent: Lynn
Culhane, Max Deng, Jiawei Gao, Julie
Lalonde. Richard Hinchcliff.

Linda McLean and Jean-Charles Charron,
volunteers on the Peony team, May 28,
2026.

Volunteers at the Macoun Memorial
Garden, June 1, 2026.

Alison Harvey volunteers on one of the
Arboretum teams, May 2026.

Andy McGregor at the Heritage Rose
Garden, May 29, 2026.

Elizabeth Campbell at the Heritage Rose
Garden, May 29, 2026.




The Farm’s Trailblazing Women

By Blaine Marchand [Part 1 of this story was in the Spring 2026 issue of the Newsletter.]

n the early 1900s, the sole job opportunity for women at the Central Experimental Farm

(CEF) was as a Seed Analyst. This tedious work ensured seed samples contained no weed
contamination and had good germination rates. It was “women’s work”, as they were considered
to be suited to repetitive, laborious tasks. Faith Fyles was the first exception to this.

FAITH FYLES

Born September 30, 1875 in Cowansville, Quebec, she was
the seventh of 10 children of Reverend Dr. Thomas Fyles,
an Anglican clergyman, and Mary Myles. Her father
had emigrated from England to establish parishes in
Canada. An amateur entomologist and botanist as well
as an artist, he nurtured his daughter’s nascent talents,
taking her on field trips to record Quebec’s flora and
fauna.

In 1896, she graduated from Compton Ladies College
with honours and the medal in botany. With a first-
class scholarship, she entered McGill University,
graduating with a BA degree in 1905. She was
mentored by Professor Carrie Derick, the first woman
professor in a Canadian university, and founder of
McGill’s genetics department.

Following her graduation, Faith travelled with her father
studying Quebec’s flora and pursued her interest in art, taking
classes at the Quebec Studio Club. She then became
a teacher. Six years later she travelled to Europe.

Her return in 1909 coincided with her family’s move to Hull, Quebec. She secured a position
as a Seed Analyst but her skills as a botanist were recognized, and she was appointed Assistant
Botanist. This appointment reflected the CEF decision to hire university-trained professionals.
There is also speculation that at age 36, there was little likelihood of her marrying and having
children.

In charge of the Herbarium, she identified samples sent to and collected by the Farm. She
labelled the trees, shrubs and herbaceous perennials in the Arboretum and in the various
gardens where plants were being grown and tested. She volunteered to paint these in her
spare time.

In July 1914 she broke new ground for a woman, undertaking a tour of western Canada to
collect weeds, amassing nearly 800 specimens of 44 different species. These were dried,
pressed, and shipped to Ottawa.

As a writer, she contributed a chapter, ‘Systematic Bounty’, in the 1913 Report of the Dominion
Botanist. Her western travels laid the groundwork for her CEF bulletin, Principal Poisonous
Plants of Canada, which included her illustrations. During World War I, her research on wild
rice led to the discovery of a fungal disease called ergot, a new species. In the 1920 CEF
bulletin, Wild Rice, she described it scientifically, providing illustrations.

That year, she became the first Botanical Artist employed by the Horticulture Division. Her work
captured the true colour and technical data of individual specimens, documenting different
varieties of fruit, vegetation and seeds. Although many are apples, then a key focus of the CEF
breeding program, she also illustrated strawberries, raspberries, radishes, carrots and grapes.

In her 50s, Fyles’ health declined and she retired from the CEF. Never a woman to rest, she
continued to paint, exhibiting with the Royal Canadian Academy of Arts and holding private
shows in Ottawa. She died in 1961 and was buried with her parents at Beechwood Cemetery.

Blaine Marchand, a
volunteer with the Friends
of the Farm for 15 years,
has served on the Board of
Directors and is a former
President of the Canadian
Peony Society.

TOP LEFT Faith Fyles Topley
Studio/Library and Archives
Canada, PA-204727

ABOVE Purple Cockle
(Agrostemma githago), by
Faith Fyles. Department of
Agriculture Bulletin, Principal
Poisonous Plants of Canada.

BELOW Cover of Bulletin.

» To see work by Faith Fyles, visit the Ottawa Art Gallery show, Faith Fyles: In Full Bloom and

agriculture at the Central Experimental Farm.

the Agricultural Museum, Central Experimental Farm, The Art of Science: A century of illustrating
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https://oaggao.ca/whats-on/exhibitions/faith-fyles-in-full-bloom/
https://ingenium.ca/agriculture/en/exhibitions/the-art-of-science-a-century-of-illustrating-agriculture-at-the-central-experimental-farm/
https://ingenium.ca/agriculture/en/exhibitions/the-art-of-science-a-century-of-illustrating-agriculture-at-the-central-experimental-farm/

IRENE MOUNCE

Irene Mounce, born in 1894 in British Columbia, was the first Canadian woman to do postgraduate studies
in agriculture. She achieved this through scholarship and laboratory work. She obtained a B.A and M.A
from the University of British Columbia and was awarded the Governor General's Gold Medal in 1918.
She then did post-graduate work at the University of Manitoba.

In 1920, she was the first recipient of the Hudson's Bay Company Research Fellowship. This permitted
her to pursue studies at the University of Manitoba where she undertook research on the mating
systems of Coprinus, a small genus of mushroom-forming fungi. In 1920-21, she received a scholarship
from the Canadian Honorary Advisory Council for Scientific and Industrial Research, the forerunner of
the National Research Council (NRC) of Canada.

At the University of Toronto, she wrote her thesis on the biology, genetics, and culture characteristics of
a species of wood-decaying fungus commonly known as the Red-belted Polypore. Her thesis was titled
“Studies in Forest Pathology Il. The biology of Fomes pinicola”.

In 1924, she joined the CEF Botany Division, undertaking pioneering research into the sexuality and mating
systems of wood-decaying fungi, Hymenomycetes. By determining how these fungi mate, she developed a comprehensive
understanding of the development and spread of the wood-rotting species in Canadian forest ecosystems.

In the summer of 1925, she went to the Queen Charlotte Islands to
investigate the decay of Sitka spruce trees. The lumber from these trees was
a key export to the UK, which used it to build military aircraft. Her research
analyzed the pathogens while they were growing and, importantly, before
their reproductive stage.

During the 1930s, she spearheaded the development of the Farm's National
Mycological Herbarium, gathering an extensive reference collection of

pure cultures of pathogenic fungi. This allowed researchers to study and
differentiate wood-decay fungi systematically. In 1938, she transferred to
the Saanichton laboratory in British Columbia, where she began to study
vegetable diseases. This led to the systematic collecting of fungi in the
province. During World War I, she was also assigned to a task force that

studied seed-borne disease. TOP LEFT Irene Mounce Mycologia, 80(5), 1988

At age 50, she married, requiring her to resign from the Department.
(Employment of married women in permanent government jobs was
prohibited in Canada until 1955.) She died on June 26, 1987, in Vancouver,
British Columbia.

ABOVE Fungus named for Irene Mounce
(Fomitopsis mounceae). Wikipedia.

Her 1929 thesis is now recognized as a key paper on the cultural characteristics of the Polyporaceae fungi family. In the late 1990s
and early 2000s, modern DNA testing revealed that the North American variation of this fungus is genetically distinct from its
European counterpart. In tribute to her, scientists named the North American species Fomitopsis mounceae.

MILDRED NOBLES

Irene Mounce worked with diligence and insight, paving the way for women to undertake agricultural
and scientific work. One of these was Mildred Katherine Nobles. Born in 1903 in Colborne, Ontario, the
family later moved to Regina, due to her father’s health. After high school, she became a public school
teacher. In 1927, she entered Queen's University, graduating with a B.A. (Honours) in Biology and
Chemistry.

Her goal was to be employed at the CEF in Ottawa. She applied for a summer student position but was
rejected because she was a woman. As luck would have it, however, that very day she was introduced
to Irene Mounce, who supported her application. She was hired.

Mildred did post-graduate work at the University of Toronto. Her 1931 M.A. thesis was titled The
fungus flora of some local soils. In 1935 she completed her PhD with a dissertation, Conidial cycles in the
Thelephoraceae.

She returned to the CEF and in 1935 became the Assistant Botanist and Plant Pathologist. Her ground-
breaking research identifying wood-destroying fungi made her a world authority in this field. In 1948,
she published a manual for the identification of these fungi based on their cultural characteristics. She assigned each species
a numerical code, which became the Nobles' species code. This system was integral to forest management across Canada. She
became the Principal Mycologist in 1959. In 1965, she simplified her method of identifying these fungi species. During her career,
she built and maintained over 3000 cultures of 600 different wood-destroying fungi species. She retired from the Department in
1969, passing away on March 26, 1993.

During Nobles career, she was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society of Canada in 1963, awarded the George Lawson Medal in 1972
by the Canadian Botanical Association, and the Distinguished Mycologist designation in 1986 by the Mycological Society of America.
Her accomplishments are more astonishing when you realize she was born with spina bifida, which did not deter her from fieldwork

and ground-breaking research. PHOTO Mildred Nobles Canada Department of Agriculture
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The Friends of the Central Experimental Farm is a volunteer
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Summer, Fall). All members receive the newsletter and it is sent
by regular mail or e-mail.

<« Mildred Nobles (second from left) at an

Agricultural Institute of Canada convention, ¢.1940.

Winnipeg Tribune
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Consider joining us!

Find our membership form on the website

by using the QR code to the right:
https://friendsofthefarm.ca/become-a-member/
and pay by PayPal, or send in a cheque.

Benefits include discounts on Friends of the Farm events,

books, and greeting cards, one free admission per visit to the Canada Agriculture
and Food Museum, quarterly newsletters sent by email or mailed to your home
and monthly Farm Notes e-newsletters.

We also accept donations to support our activities and events.
A variety of donations can be made through our webpage:

www.friendsofthefarm.ca/donations/.

info@friendsofthefarm.ca | 613-230-3276 | CHARITABLE NUMBER 118913565RR0001
Building 75, Central Experimental Farm Ottawa, ON K1A 0C6

Follow us T3

newsletters at:

www.friendsofthefarm.ca
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