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T
he performance of most
plants takes until the end of
June to evaluate. By now the
stars are obvious, and this

year without a doubt they are eu-
phorbias. The growers have been
tempting us with new ones in
quantities just enough to whet the
appetite of any euphorbaholic. But
it’s the usual thing: If we let them
know we’ll buy them, they’ll grow
them.

Euphorbias are as sophisticated
as they sound: elegant, tailored and
prone to no pest. From tree-sized
versions to the ubiquitous ground
cover, donkey tail spurge (Euphor-
bia myrsinites), there is one to fit
any style of garden. They are also
slightly poisonous, with a milky
latex-like sap that causes itching if
you happen to break the stalk
(poinsettia is a euphorbia).

The fabulous colour tension of
the plant comes from a combina-
tion of really interesting foliage and
the large bracts (or false leaves)
that protect the minuscule flowers
or inflorescence. Both bracts and
flowers tend to come in startling
shades of chartreuse, acid yellow or
lime-green, while some have a bril-
liant magenta eye.

A few years ago, the hottest plant
around was Euphorbia dulcis
‘Chameleon’, a burgundy-leaf vari-
ety with the typical acid-yellow
blooming. Alas, it revealed itself a
prolific self-seeder, and lost its
Most Favoured Plant status. Too
bad, because it’s still a fantastic
plant and the seedlings are easy to
pluck out.

‘Chameleon’ does a great job of
filling in a blank under a shrub or
covering up a swath of dead tulip
muck. It grows to about 30 cm and
will take dry semi-shade (another
virtue). Just whack it back after
blooming to stop the seeding pro-
cess and still keep the foliage.

Last year’s crop of winners in-
clude Euphorbia ‘Golden Foam’,
which grows to a metre and has
golden bracts that make a wonder-

ful big clump that froths bright yel-
low in spring. E. ‘Excalibur’ comes
up with gorgeous red shoots in
spring, has a creamy stripe down
the centre of dark green burgundy-
edged leaves and thrives in full sun.
It grows to about a metre. E. ‘Jade
Dragon’ tends to be evergreen,
which means in a Zone 6 garden it
looks awful in late winter and gets a
slow start in spring. But it is a beau-
ty. The flowering of both ‘Excali-
bur’ and ‘Jade Dragon’ is a magnifi-
cent chartreuse.

This year’s stunning new lookers
were available all too briefly, and
we will have to wait till next year to
see if they stand the overwintering
test. E. p. ‘Midas’, with bright green
leaves and yellow bracts, prefers
sun and has lovely autumnal tones.
E. ‘Enfanthia’ has soft burgundy-
green foliage with yellow bracts
and grows to a compact 25 cm.

E. ‘Despina’ is considered a
breakthrough plant because it will
stay evergreen. It grows to 30 cm in
either sun or part shade and it has
those fabulous acid yellow bracts.
E. cornigera ‘Goldener Turm’ is an
intense yellow green with a light
central vein and will take some
shade. This is a very handsome
plant and the one-metre height
makes it even more impressive.

In the meantime, get Euphorbia
polychroma (cushion spurge) is a

tough, old-fashioned blue-green
clumper with chartreuse in spring
and good autumn colouring (ac-
cording to Southern Ontario’s Can-
ning Perennials, it is probably the
most popular plant they sell). One
of its cultivars is called E. p. ‘Lacy’,
which has pale green leaves with
wavy edges and green flowers with
yellow bracts. It is drought-tolera-
nt, but it won’t be available gener-
ally until next year.

Or look for E. griffithii ‘Fireglow,’
which isn’t brand new but is a great
way to get some orange in the gar-
den. The foliage is deep green-blue
in the typical ovate form with a
kind of pinky-rust hue in mid rib
vein and orange-red inflorescence
in early summer. It grows to 70 cm. 

You can probably find a euphor-
bia with a knock-your-socks-off
quality no matter what your garden
conditions are. Make sure they
have good drainage and the light
they need. If you live in a climate
that’s just too cold, put them in big
containers and leave them in a pro-
tected place for the winter. Once
they take off, they have absolutely
no problems. They really are the
most grown-up plants you’ll own.

Marjorie Harris is editor-in-chief of
Gardening Life magazine; her latest
book is Botanica North America
(www.marjorieharris.com).
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Euphorbia polychroma is a blue-green clumper with chartreuse in
spring and good autumn colouring (www.canningperennials.com).
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T
hree March breaks ago, we
were a jet-lagged family put-
ting down in Cairns, Aus-
tralia. Squished up in econ-

omy class, the six of us had just en-
dured 24 hours of interconnected
air travel from Toronto. Stress
turned finally to bliss, however,
with a plunge into the shaded pool
at our resort in Palm Cove in north-
ern Queensland. 

Within seconds, we were all jab-
bering about the silky softness of
the water. We quickly got the skin-
ny from a fellow guest: Like the ma-
jority of pools in the world’s biggest
swimming nation, this one was
chlorinated the natural way — by
salt.

Fast forward to last spring. Back
home in London, Ont., we were
putting in our own pool and hadn’t
forgot those magical few days
splashing around in Palm Cove. If
we couldn’t put the tropical lush-
ness of northern Queensland into
our backyard, at least we could
have the same kind of swimming
pool. A salt chlorine generator was
going to cost about $2,000 more
than a conventional chlorine sys-
tem. But with the cost of chlorine
pucks and other chemicals (about
$250 a season, $600 if you use bro-
mine), we figured we’d get that
money back.

Charlie Mousseau, whose Calga-
ry company Lectranator Systems
distributes a salt chlorination sys-
tem across the country, says Cana-
dians are finally buying into what
the Aussies have known for years.
At a recent Vancouver meeting of
dealers, interest was huge. “There
were about 100 people there and I
asked for a show of hands as to who
had installed or had inquiries about
salt systems,” Mousseau says. “Ev-
erybody put their hand up. But you
know, 25 years ago when we first
started into this, people looked at

me like I was a snake oil salesman.”
Until you’ve experienced a salt-

water pool, your first image may be
of pungent sea water that can make
you sick to your stomach and stick
to your skin. Instead, pool water
cleaned with salt has a concentra-
tion of only 3,000 parts per million,
compared to 35,000 to 50,000 ppm
found in the world’s oceans. Some
liken it to the saltiness of human
tears. For this reason, there is only
the mildest of mineral tastes and
the water is velvety smooth. There
is no chemical smell of chlorine and
you don’t risk getting out of the
pool with your eyes stinging and
your skin itching.

While the system is catching on
in the new pools market, Mousseau
says the majority of his installations

are in retrofits. The conversion cost
is approximately the same as put-
ting one into a new pool, anywhere
from $2,500 to $3,000. 

Aleck Harasym, president of
Aleck Harasym Homes in London,
installed a saltwater pool when he
built his own home a few years ago.
Now many of his clients are asking
for the systems for both new pool
installations and retrofits.

“It is a very strong trend,” says
Harasym, who was initially sold on
salt chlorination by the water quali-
ty — his two young daughters can
splash around for hours without
after-effects like bloodshot eyes.
It’s also much easier to use, he says,
than a conventional system.

Back in the late seventies, when
Mousseau imported his first salt

chlorination unit from Australia,
the systems tended to plug up and
required high salt levels. 

Now, the new systems function
like little computers, providing a
digital display of the salt residue in
the pool and how much needs to be
added. They also indicate water
temperature and perform diagnos-
tic troubleshooting.

“It is so convenient,” Harasym
says. 

“Our first full season, we did
nothing to maintain the pool with
chemicals. The water stayed clear
and balanced and the salt chlorina-
tion system simply gets turned up
to a higher percentage of produc-
tion when you have more people in
the pool. We have our pool set on a
timer which shuts it down for six

hours at night. It is absolutely pain-
less.”

Alex Rozhko, who says his Lon-
don business AR Pools will see a 25-
30 per cent increase in salt chlori-
nation installations this year, also
extols the ease of the system, which
involves dumping about 100 kilo-
grams of specially graded salt (it
sells for $15 per 20 kg bag) into your
pool each spring. As the water pass-
es through an electrolytic cell
housed in the recirculating unit, the
salt is broken down into pure chlo-
rine and sodium hydroxide. The
chlorine gas dissolves instantly in
the pool water, killing bacteria and
algae. 

“We never get calls about green
water or how to balance the water,”
says Rozhko. “And my customers
enjoy the water because it so nice.
Because it is soft, it’s good for kids.”

Since the system recycles the
same salt over and over, you don’t
need to replenish it the way you do
chlorine pucks, for instance. In-
stead of going through the weekly
chore of adding the right combina-
tion of chemicals to your pool, or
paying someone else to do it, you
might have to top off the salt only a
few times during the season, de-
pending on how much your pool is
used.

Mousseau encourages his pool
dealer clients to compare the idea
of a salt chlorination system to one
of a household’s most essential ap-
pliances.

“If your dishwasher breaks down
and you tell your wife you are not
going to get another one, you’re
dead. It’s just not going to happen.
Well, I compare the salt system to
having a dishwasher. If you’ve had
one, you could never go back to a
system that uses conventional
manmade chemicals.”
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The saline solution 
Canadians are finally taking the plunge into the Aussie answer to the perfect
pool, writes MARY HATT. Salt chlorination systems make the water as soft as
human tears and just as easy on the eyes 
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You don’t have to put in a brand new
pool in order to enjoy the benefits of
a salt chlorinator. It’s as easy as a
couple of hours and usually no more
than $3,000 to have a pool company
retrofit one into your existing system,
whether your pool is in- or above-
ground.

Most retail pool outlets now sell
some version of a salt unit. Once the
correct amount of salt has been
added to the pool, the chlorinator,
tucked neatly into your pool-equip-
ment area, begins to recirculate the
water. It breaks down the salt into
pure chlorine and sodium hydroxide.
Once the chlorine has reacted, de-
stroying organic contaminants, it re-
turns to the form of dissolved salt,
ready to be converted again.

Robin Reed of Reed Pool in Toron-
to says about half the salt units he
sells a year are retrofits. “When we
got into the salt units seven or eight
years ago, our first year I think we
sold one or two,” says Reed, who
has authored several books on
pools. “Now we are selling 80 a year.
The demand from the consumer is so
great now that everyone in the indus-
try is being forced to supply some
kind of unit. Probably one in four new
pools gets a salt chlorinator.”

There are a growing number of
makes available, including Clormat-
ic, Aqua Rite and Clearwater. Reed
prefers Lectranator. “It’s one of the
older ones,” he says. “They’ve been
around a long time and the back-up
service is terrific.” 

For more information on the Lec-
tranator system, go to www.reed-
pool.com or www.tabex.com. For in-
formation on the Clearwater Salt
Chlorine system sold by Zodiac Pool
Care, go to www.zodiac-pool-
care.com.
— Mary Hatt 

Pass the salt


