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Positively Possum

FOR AN ANIMAL WHOSE BEST-KNOWN TRAIT IS PLAYING DEAD,
the much-maligned opossum has at least a couple of potentially endearing qualities. Although often criticized for their large rat-like
appearance and garbage eating tendencies, opossums help in the fight against Lyme Disease, and they’re assisting researchers in
efforts to create antidotes for snake venom.
Let’s face it, for a parlour trick, “playing possum” is a good one. But to North America’s only marsupial, the reaction really isn’t a game,
as they can’t control their comatose-like defense mechanism. Researcher G.W. Gabrielsen wrote in his 1985 research publication that
Opossums’ heart rate decreases by 46% and their respiratory rate by 30% during such an episode. To make sure a potential predator
believes the opossum is actually dead, the death feign is accompanied by salivation, urination, defecation, and a foul-smelling anal
secretion, just for good measure.
According to the Opossum Society of the United States, opossums in this catatonic state are “too dead” for predators that require a hunt
and kill to stimulate their appetites, and “not dead enough” for many carrion eaters who require their meals to emanate a certain “odeur
de carcasse” that only comes after a number of days post mortem. The defensive reaction is still fairly rare, used mostly by young
opossums, as older animals usually bare their 50 teeth (wow!), hiss, growl, form foaming drool bubbles and stand their ground – or flee
from predators such as owls, coyotes, fox, raccoons, bobcats or dogs.
Tick Killing Machines
Since ticks that carry Lyme Disease have spread to more northern regions of North America, controlling them is now a high priority. In
his book, “Lyme Disease the Ecology of a Complex System”, Rick Ostfeld, Senior Scientist of the Cary Institute of Ecosystems, states
opossums are extremely efficient groomers, able to kill over 90% of ticks that attempt to feed off them. In high tick areas, a wellgroomed opossum can kill up to 5,000 of the insects in as little as a week.
Opossum Snake Bite Antidote
For an animal that plays dead to survive, it may seem ironic to some that opossums are immune to the venom of the family of deadly
snakes known as pit vipers. According to a scientific report authored by Robert M. Werner and published on Science Direct, opossums
can survive bites from Eastern and Western Diamondback rattlesnakes, copperheads, cottonmouth moccasins, Korean mamushis and
central American moccasins.
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Since in the United States alone there are over 2,700 annual hospitalizations for snake bites, and over 100,000 incidents of pets being
bitten, Claire F. Komives of the San Jose State University decided to further previous research on developing an anti venom serum from
opossums. She and her team proved that an intravenously delivered serum derived from opossum protein amino acids (peptide), was
able to at least partially neutralize western diamondback rattlesnake venom in mice. When they pre incubated the peptide in the
snake’s venom first, the toxic properties of the venom were completely neutralized. The teams’ research claims optimism in developing
the first recombinant antivenom therapy.
Not as Dumb as They Look
But these interesting genetic assets aren’t opossums’ only traits that could be considered “smart”. It seems the animal’s reputation for
being rather, well, dumb as a brick, likely assumed from their relatively small brain size, may have been over stated. University of
Georgia’s Researcher, William James found that opossums have better memories than rats, rabbits, cats or even dogs. They were also
faster in finding their way through a maze.
Add all that with their cool prehensile tails they can use to grasp branches or balance, their opposable thumbs on their hind feet, their
bifurcated genitalia (females have a two pronged vagina while males have a two pronged penis), and that adorable joey pouch – and
opossums may well be a lot more than meets the eye.
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FALL-ING FOR POTTED PLANTS
I love the fall. The crisp

I LOVE THE FALL
The crisp mornings. The leaves. There’s a finality about fall
that brings a sense of relief. You don’t have to feel guilty about
staying indoors, or picking baking over the barbecue. Like
reading the last page of a great book, then eyeing the new
releases yet to be discovered. Sweater and Netflix weather is
upon us! Celebrate!
But, for us gardeners, there’s a sadness about fall too. We
know a frost will kill the plants in those beautiful pots and boxes
that have adorned our decks, balconies and patios all summer.
And it’s time to retrieve the corms and bulbs to store them over
the winter before they wither and burn.
I’m not sure why – but I rarely cut my outdoor potted blooms
and bring them inside during the summer. The only time I do is
when they’re damaged in a storm, or trampled by a pet. And,
after watering, fertilizing and dead heading them all summer
long – chances are come fall you have abundant foliage and
blooms that threaten to take over your entire outdoor
entertaining space. I’m always surprised at how huge they get
– how a tiny ivy that was only 4” long when you bought it is now
trailing across the floor of your deck – and how the dahlia took
over that huge pot, grown from a tuber you saved from last year.
They’re so sensational, it can physically hurt any gardener to cut
them back.
But you have to face the reality. Unless you have a greenhouse,
or a huge home, those outdoor potted plants are going to die.
Might as well take advantage of the necessary snipping before
they go to the compost pile, right? The good news is a cutting
garden doesn’t have to be a cultivated flower bed. Many potted
plants make great cuttings in an indoor arrangement.
Gardeners often purposely plant continually flowering corms,
tubers and bulbs like dahlias, begonias, cannas and zinnias in

pots or window boxes because it’s easier to retrieve them to
store in the fall. And many, like dahlias, just really get going in
late summer. They’re fantastic as cut flowers.
There’s also a host of other “annuals”(or plants we treat as
annuals) that will work indoors. Certain varieties of
chrysanthemums, cosmos, geraniums, marigolds, snapdragons,
verbena, hibiscus and celosia are all popular in pots, and
potentially bloom till the mercury dips below 0C, and even
longer if protected. Although once cut they may not last as long
as your roses (which may have started blooming again after a
hot summer break), they will still put on a show for days
indoors.
What about foliage? Coleus comes in a shade to compliment
almost any flower. And although many technically “flower”,
ornamental grasses you’ve corralled in a pot are wonderful for
both height and uniqueness. Ivies can also be snipped and are
great for adding that something, something that trails down the
vase, or winds through your blooms.
But you likely have even more interesting possibilities to choose
from. You’ll have to decide what you’re doing with any
vegetables and herbs you can’t cook, can or winter over
indoors. A few small hot pepper branches (like Numex Twilight
or Prairie Fire), or perhaps some purple basil, chamomile,
fennel – or even dill won’t just add colour and texture to your
arrangement, but provide scents worthy of guest conversation.
Once you start looking at your pots with an eye for the indoors,
virtually anything can become bouquet worthy. Warning – once
you realize the potential hidden in plain, potted site, you won’t
just be planning next years’ garden this winter, you’ll be plotting
the planting of your pots for cuttings next year!
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What’s Coy About the Coyote?

THERE’S ALMOST NOTHING THAT CAN CURDLE YOUR BLOOD …
… faster than the sound of a coyote. Partly because you don’t
usually see them, but hear them in the middle of the night –
and partly because those high-pitched yips and howls can
sound like something that’s at least terrified, if not in severe
pain. Although coyotes are far more common now in urban
areas, cottagers still beat the odds on seeing them.
Coyotes are arguably second to wolves for being the subject of
urban mythology. Stories of them preying on – or trying to mate
with – your dog during breeding season, or potentially taking
away small children generally run rampant on social media in
February or early spring, when sightings are usually at their
peak.
Lately, fear mongering has increased with stories of a new
coyote/wolf breed, conveniently dubbed the “coy-wolf”.
So, should we be afraid of coyotes? Is the coy-wolf a real thing?
And what should we really do if we come across a coyote while
we’re at the cottage – or elsewhere?
Read on my friends.
Who is the Ontarian Coyote?
The Canis Latrans we see in Ontario is the Eastern Coyote, one
of about 19 or 20 subspecies found in North and Central

America. A descendent of the Great Plains coyote, the Eastern
version does indeed have some wolf genetics. According to
Roland Kays, a Research Associate Professor of Wildlife and
Scientist at North Carolina’s Museum of Natural Sciences,
about a hundred years ago, wolves were extremely threatened
in the Great Lakes area, so as they looked for new territories,
they had no choice but to breed with coyotes. But they’re not
just part wolf, they’re also part dog. More recently, about 50
years ago, those coyotes crossed the St. Lawrence seaway into
New York – where there weren’t any other coyotes – but there
were feral dogs. Like their counterparts 50 years earlier, it was
breed – or die. The genetic mix of the Eastern Coyote, and
more specifically the Northeastern Coyote can be 60- 84%
coyote, 8 – 25% wolf, and 8 – 11% dog, depending on the area.
The more south you go, the less wolf, but all have at least a
smidge of dog. Coyotes have had wolf – and dog - genes for
over a century, so, scientifically, there is no new species.
Does this mean coyotes, dogs and wolves are potential
buddies? Er, no. Both wolves and dogs are direct enemies of
the coyote.
But back to the coyotes we see at our Ontario cottages. The
Northeastern coyote is usually about 30 – 50 lbs. and between
48 to 60 inches long from nose to tail. That’s almost twice the
size of some of their coyote relatives, and gives them hunting
advantages in our area, since deer are abundant.
5

How Can You Tell a Coyote Apart from a Dog?
It can be hard! Coyotes can look like small wolves, or dirty
huskies. The more dog genetics they have, the more similar
they can be, ranging in colour from grey to brown to red. But
there are some things particular to coyotes. Coyote’s tails are
always flat to their backsides and their leg “elbows” sit below
their sternum, giving them a “leggy” look with a longer “thigh”
area. Most dog “elbows” are at or above their sternum,
excepting some hounds. They have large ears, an elongated
snout and a black tipped tail. As well, adult coyote eyes are
never blue, but yellow/golden. Pups are born with bluish eyes
that change at around six weeks of age.
What Do Coyotes Eat and Where Do They Live?
Almost anything. Almost anywhere. Contrary to Wile E.’s
“carnivorous vulgaris” tagline at the beginning of the
“Roadrunner” cartoon, coyotes are omnivorous. But, more
importantly, they’re opportunistic feeders. They’ll hunt mice,
rabbits, groundhogs, turtles, snakes, and birds, among many
other small animals, mostly at night. Although rare, coyotes will
hunt in packs to take on larger prey like deer, especially in
winter when the snow makes it easier, but more often they hunt
solo or in breeding pairs. In spring, deer fawns left on their own
while their mothers’ feed can be targets. They also forage for
berries, fruit and plants. But if you make a meal easy for them
by hitting something with your car, or by leaving your garbage
easily accessed, they’ll take advantage – and come back for
more. Since your garbage is likely attracting other smaller
critters, coyotes will hang around to prey on them as well.
Coyotes will find a hiding place to live anywhere they can create
a territory that gives them access to a steady food supply. So,
parks, ravines and forested areas that provide some secluded
den sites, but also have access to both food and water are
perfect.
What’s a Coyote’s Life Cycle Like?
Coyotes are monogamous, often mating for life. Their
partnership is equitable, sharing in hunting, pup-rearing and
teaching chores. They usually breed in February, with between
two and ten pups born in April or May. They’ll often have more
than one den, ready to move house as soon as a threat
appears. Dens are often re-used. If you’ve noticed a male
coyote shadow on a trail walk, it will likely be at this time when
they’re most protective of their families. Otherwise, they’re
usually shy and non- confrontational, unless they’ve become
habituated to humans because of being fed.
Pups will usually stay with their parents till the fall, when at
about 9 months of age, most will go on their own to find their
own territory, or a potential mate. A solitary coyote is likely
either a yearling that has recently left a family pack, or an old or
sick animal that’s been expelled.
Although the term “packs” is used with coyotes, it’s not the
same as a wolf pack. If you see a group of coyotes, it’s likely

comprised of an “alpha” breeding pair, their most recent litter,
and possibly a pup from a previous litter that’s remained to help
them raise the newest generation. If one of the family
members dies, or help is needed, they potentially will accept an
outside, solitary coyote into the family. Since each pack only
has one breeding pair, that individual may only be with the pack
for a time until finding a mate.
That pack will have a territory they will mark with urine and scat,
and defend against other coyotes. The size of the area is
dependent on the amount of food available, so a pack that only
hunts and forages will have a much larger territory than one
whose diet is subsidized by humans. Territories are often
bordered by rivers or roads that are easily recognized by other
coyotes. The solitary loners may be seen on these roads or by
the streams, as they don’t want to trespass on a family’s
territory. Lone coyotes’ territories are large, as they weave
between pack home ranges.
In the wild, coyotes usually live between 6 to 8 years. In
captivity, where the living is comparatively easy, they could live
twice that long.
Why Is the Coyote Known as “The Trickster”?
Coyotes seem to be innately intelligent. They’re almost
impossible to trap, and are apparently genetically predisposed
to survive. Research has shown that coyote litter sizes directly
relate to both the availability of food and predation events –
such as human culling. If there’s not enough food they either
have fewer pups or increase their territory size. If a number of
coyotes have been killed, their litter size will increase. If you try
to relocate coyotes, they invariably return, or create more
problems where they’ve been moved to. Due to previous
experience, the Province of Ontario created legislation that
prohibits relocating wildlife. They have to be released in their
home area, or destroyed.
Coyotes are “ambush predators” and “digit graders”. That
means they sneak up on their prey by only touching the ground
with their toes, then pounce. They can run up to 69 kilometers
per hour, and, at lower speeds, run for hours. Their normal
range is 10 to 15 kilometers. It’s thought a coyote’s sense of
smell is 1,000 times better than a human’s, they are excellent
swimmers, jumpers and can even climb fences. In the real
world, that roadrunner would likely be toast.
What Are the Threats to Coyotes?
Humans are by far the biggest cause of coyote deaths. Hunting,
trapping and road-kill are their worst enemies.
Coyotes are also affected by diseases and parasites such as
mange – caused by a parasitic mite that burrows into their skin,
ticks, fleas, and heartworm. They may also get canine
distemper or parvovirus. Rabies is extremely rare in coyotes.
Guelph University Researchers have found that about 23% of
the southern Ontario population of coyotes has a tapeworm
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called echinococcus multilocularis which causes an intestinal
infection. Although rarely terminal in coyotes, who act as hosts,
it can be deadly to dogs and humans if allowed to progress to
alveolar echinococcosis. It’s transferred through feces, so
hunters and those who walk their dogs on trails should be
careful not to disturb any droppings encountered.
Should We Be Afraid of Coyotes?
That depends. Generally speaking, coyotes don’t want anything
to do with humans, and have adjusted their hunting and
housing habits specifically to avoid us. That’s why we hear
them, but rarely see them. As prey, we’re far too large for a
coyote to waste his time. But, if you trespass on a coyote’s
territory when they have young pups, they may be prone to
defend their family. If a coyote is used to finding food near your
home, it may become desensitized to human activity, and
gradually get closer to your pets, or your children. Although the
Ministry of Natural Resources has no recorded reports of
coyotes attacking humans in Ontario, there have been 50 bite
incidents on record in Southern California between 2012 and
2016. Elysian Park seems to be the hot spot with 13 reports.
California is also the only known case of a child being killed by a
coyote, when, in 1981, 3-year-old Kelly Keen was carried off by
an urban coyote from her Glendale, Los Angeles driveway. She
died of a broken neck and blood loss. But, consider, there are
39 million people in California.
More likely a coyote will take advantage of the opportunity to kill
small livestock.
What Should You Do If You See a Coyote?
Nothing. Usually. Although that steady “I’m sizing you up” look,
accompanied by their habit of just standing there, motionless,
can be intimidating, chances are Wile E. is just curious, or on
patrol, ready to report your location to his family. However, if
you run from them, they may follow their instincts and chase
you. It’s better to stand your ground, try to make yourself look
bigger by waving your arms or a stick in the air, make loud (but
confident) noises and throw something toward (but not at) the
animal.

or not natural fauna may be a better choice for a thriving bird
population.
Coyotes have a necessary place in our cottage country
ecosystem, keeping the rodent population under control and
cleaning up carrion. Although fear of a coyote killing a pet may
motivate thoughts of trapping, relocating, or euthanizing
animals, remember that will likely damage an entire family unit,
with potential immediate deadly consequences, and still not
accomplish the desired goal. A new coyote will likely move in to
take its place, or existing coyotes will have larger litters to
compensate. We can coexist in harmony with coyotes by
managing our garbage, pets and how we appreciate our wild
places.
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If a coyote continues to come towards you on private property,
it’s likely been habituated to humans and is used to getting a
hand out. Once you’ve deterred the animal by intimidating it (as
above), ensure all food sources are removed from the area, and
be prepared to continue the “hazing” techniques till the animal
has a negative association with that area.
Whatever you do, never feed a coyote. And that means
knowingly, or unknowingly. Put your garbage in sealed, animal
proof bins, or better yet, don’t put it out at all till the morning of
pick up. Don’t compost meats, and try to clean up fallen fruit
and berries. Keeping your grill clean and your pet’s food
indoors are also good ideas. Bird feeders can also attract
coyote prey like squirrels and chipmunks, so consider whether
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The Last Straw

WANT A LITTLE-WORK RAISED BED?
I know, I know – you’ve just finished harvesting everything from
your garden this year, so why on earth would you start thinking
about planning for next spring?
Or maybe you didn’t even put in a garden this year, because
your back ached just thinking about it.
Or maybe this past spring’s late arrival, combined with what
seems like an early fall, has you questioning whether all the
work is worth it.
Well, we’ve got some solutions for you!
How about plan now to put in a straw bale garden early next
spring that will enable you to start your plants earlier, that
becomes a raised bed garden in a few more years?
Winning The Straw
The benefits of straw bale gardening are impressive. You get a
no dig, little to no back-strain solution that allows you to take
advantage of the natural heat and water retention capabilities
of straw to plant out a week or two earlier and harvest a week
or so later, while maintaining an almost weed free environment
for growing.
The best thing about straw bale gardening? The harvest. You
can expect up to 25% more produce from a straw bale garden.
However, even gardeners that plant flowers and herbs into the
sides of straw bale gardens will likely admit, the greying straw

bales are hard to make look great. If you enclose the bales in a
wood frame – they’re much more aesthetically pleasing. But if
you’re like me, I wouldn’t go to all that work unless it’s going to
save me time and money later, and look amazing.
Raised Bed Benefits
Raised bed gardens have similar positives to straw bale
gardening. The plants have better access to oxygen and a
looser “soil” for roots to spread and flourish. Raised beds also
heat up earlier in spring, drain better than regular gardens, and
hold the heat a little longer in the fall.
The bad thing about raised beds is the initial work in building
the frames. But even worse is hauling the soil, which often has
to be done by hand.
But what if both of those things were fairly easy? Almost just a
matter of letting mother nature work her magic?
That’s where planning for a raised bed by beginning with a
straw bale garden comes in.
The Best of Both Worlds
First, you’ll have to research where you can buy good, clean
(meaning without weed seeds) straw. If you’re planning on
taking advantage of better prices, as straw can range from as
little as a $1.00 a bale right after grain harvest to $6.00 a bale
in spring as demand increases, you’ll have to buy in the fall,
then store it over the winter in a dry location. Depending on the
size of the bale, they can weigh up to 40 lbs. each. Just to be
clear, straw is the hollow reeds/stalks of rye, barley or wheat
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that get discarded after the grain seed is harvested and is
usually used as animal bedding. Hay, on the other hand, is the
green cut grass, alfalfa and clover cows and other animals eat
all winter. Hay contains all kinds of seeds that will grow into
weeds, and cause havoc by competing with your vegetables.
Hay also won’t give you straw’s insulation – or its water
retention properties.
What Kind of Garden Do You Need?
Consider your situation and the potential location of your
garden. If you’re renting, or likely to move within a year, just
planning for a straw bale garden would likely be best, as
removing everything after your harvest is as simple as carrying
the bales. As you can place straw bales anywhere, even if your
space is a roof, or a parking lot, this is a great solution for urban
gardeners. As long as the area gets 6 to 8 hours of sun a day,
and has access to water – you’re as golden as the straw. But, if
you’re staying put for a few years and want to consider a more
permanent option - one that builds upon your original bale
financial investment, planning on converting and combining
your straw bale garden to a raised bed may be a good option. If
so, remember your raised area will cast shade on any lower
growing planting areas, so, generally, the raised area should be
placed on the north edge. If you are planning for a raised bed,
consider its eventual weight and water requirements (especially
if you’re thinking of a roof garden).
Also consider what you want to grow. Some plants are just
easier to manage in raised beds, while others, like pumpkins for
example, need more space and are better in a regularly
cultivated area. Since straw bales last at the most 2 years as
planters before they fall apart, they’re not meant for perennials
like strawberries or asparagus.
Spring Forward
To start, in early spring, simply line the ground with newspaper
or cardboard to discourage weeds and grass, place your bales
sides up (bale strings are now on sides), then place untreated
planks (without chemicals that may leach into your soil and into
your vegetables) cut to size around the bales. 6 bales should
create roughly a 8’ x 30” x 18” high raised bed of straw,
depending on configuration, so would require 6 x 8’ pine planks
if you’d like a raised bed that’s about a foot high with soil once
it composts down. Although untreated planks won’t last as
long, the plan here is to make it so replacing them is easy when
necessary, as sliding them up from rebar and soil is easier than
having to unscrew or remove nails. Hammer in rebar to hold
the planks in place. The bales, and eventual soil, will support
them from the inside, but you could also just hammer in a few
more pieces of rebar on the inside as well if you’re worried
about second level planks in the first year. You might also
consider getting two long pieces of rebar for each end and plan
on running wires across for any climbers you may be planting. If
you’re building on a roof or on concrete – ignore most of what I
just wrote, as a traditional frame will be necessary where you
screw the planks together at the corners (sorry).

Here’s a great piece that shows what I mean. Thanks, Good
Housekeeping!
https://www.goodhousekeeping.com/home/gardening/g20706
096/how-to-build-a-simple-raised-bed/
Kickstart Your Decomp
Next, condition your bales by adding fertilizer and soaking with
water over a period of ten days. About 3 cups of fertilizer per
bale every other day for the first six days, watering every day,
then a cup and a half per day for the next three days, ending on
day ten by adding three cups of bone or fish meal mixed with 3
cups of wood ashes. Remember studying spontaneous
combustion in school? This is similar, but without the enclosed
area fire risk. The fertilizer and water kickstart the “cooking”
process of decomposition in the bales. They should feel hot
and moist to your hand inside, and will begin to pepper with
little black clumps – a sign of your man-made soil creation. You
may also see mushrooms, which is a great sign. Don’t worry,
they won’t harm anything. Careful though – warm is great for
your new plants – hot is not. You have to wait till the initial
decomp process is done before planting. As your bales
continue to decompose, there will always be a little heat
generated – great for tomatoes and other heat loving
vegetables – put potentially not as great for spinach or some
pea varieties.
Planting
You can either add a small layer of compost on the top of your
bales for seeds, or push seeds or seedlings into pockets of the
straw to the desired depth, just by pushing straw aside and
inserting them with a small amount of compost or soil. Seeds
do well in straw bales, as they quickly find secure root holds. If
your bales are a little higher than your planks, you can also
plant trailing flowers or ivy’s in the sides of the bales to up your
pretty factor.
As mentioned, straw bales will retain water, however they do
need a consistent supply. Although the planks surrounding your
bales will save them from drying out as fast as bales with their
sides open to sun and wind, they will still need watering more
often, but likely with less water, than a regular garden. If you
place a soaker hose on top you can truly create an almost
maintenance free garden. Even better, if that soaker hose gets
its water from a rain barrel, an air conditioner or heat pump’s
dehumidifier – you’ll save even more. And weeding? Almost
non existent if your straw was clean. What few weeds do grow
are very easy to pull from that loose, airy medium. As well, since
the plants aren’t near the ground, they’re not affected by
nematodes or other soil pathogens. Your raised pieces of rebar
with the climbing wires run, and the raised bed frame will also
be great if you want to rig plastic (as a mini greenhouse), or
chicken wire or mesh to discourage insects.
So, now you just fertilize per each plant’s specifications, watch
it grow and wait for the harvest.
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Grow Your Own Soil
After the harvest, simply remove the strings from your bales,
and treat the framed bed as a composter. You’ve already got
your first layer of decomposing straw on the bottom, then add
layers of garden and yard waste (remaining vegetable plants,
leaves and grass cuttings), perhaps some manure, used
outdoor planter box potting soil, and water.
Likely, as the mix decomposes, it will settle and you still won’t
have a full raised bed of soil. Simply do the planting process
over again the following spring by putting down newspaper or
cardboard, and adding the bales on top. By the end of the
second season, you’ll have a raised bed with extremely rich,
light soil you created rather than lugged in.
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Although many may still want to practice straw bale gardening
for certain plants, raised beds will accomplish most of the good
parts of straw gardening, without the additional expense of
buying bales and conditioning them with fertilizer year after
year.
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