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THE MONASTERY GARDEN 
Judith Cox 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 

For then are they truly monks when they live by the labor of their hands, as did our Fathers 
and the Apostles.… 

Rule of Saint Benedict, Chapter 48 

 
When we think of Monastic gardens it is usually those of Benedictines and Cistercians.  
Monasteries often had several kinds of gardens.  A cloister garth - from Latin claustrum, 
"enclosure"- is a covered walk, open gallery, or open arcade running along the walls of 
buildings and forming a quadrangle or garth. The place where flowers were grown for the 
altar was called the sacristans garden.  There would also be a vegetable garden and fre-
quently an area for herbs which the monks grew for medicine.  As the monasteries became 
established, orchards appeared including small bushes of fruits and berries.  The plans of 
the earliest monasteries were based on the Roman villa and many of the plants would have 
been from plants and seeds transported from Rome. 
 
The layout of a monastery garden was primarily the same for each monastery and visiting 
abbots would have no problem finding their way around.  Most gardens were around the 
cloister garth allowing movement from different areas under covered cloisters.  The clois-
ters would have been to the south to allow the most light and not be in the shadow of the 
church. The sleeping quarters would have been at the western entrance. 
 
The Benedictines started as gardeners within small monasteries but soon became larger and 
began developing farms and large orchards as wealth and land was given (bequeathed) to 
them. 
 
In 1143 the Cistercians under Saint Bernard branched off and as they became more distant 
from society, they farmed in less populated areas.  They were also well known as sheep 
farmers.  
 
In order to adapt to cooler, wetter and cloudier gardening conditions, walled areas were 
added to shelter more tender plants.  Pathways were often cobblestone or gravel as the 
earthen pathways were too muddy.  Drainage systems were common and small ponds add-
ed so that fish could be a dietary supplement as well as a source of fertilizer for the garden.  
 
The vegetable garden in a monastery garden usually grew a large number of vegetables 
from the Allium family such as onions, garlic, leeks, shallots and chives.  As well, vegetables 
with high flavour and strong consistency such as kale, varieties of cabbage, varieties of peas 
and beans, horseradish, cauliflower, turnips, white beets, carrots, cardoon, potatoes, pars-
nips, radish and fennel.  Many of these vegetables store well through the winter.  Often the 
vegetable gardens had raised beds and access to water from nearby ponds.  
 
Generally, the main meal was midday and consisted primarily of a potage (thick soup) some-
times supplemented with eggs and cheese as some chickens and sheep were kept on the 
grounds.  As the monastery became more established, bees were kept for honey and hops 
grown for beer.  The gardens allowed the monasteries to be self-sufficient. 
 
Medicinal herbs were grown near where there would have been an infirmary often with 
rosemary and rue planted under the window to refresh the patient.  Sage was a fixture in 
the monastery garden just as it was in Rome.  Sage was used as an astringent and antiseptic.  
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Malabar Spinach  
Ester Bryan 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
Here in Central Canada our climate tends 
to be quite hot and humid in the summers 
which precludes the use of cool weather 
greens like spinach for summer use.  How-
ever, alternatives exist.  The average gar-
dener that loves greens may enjoy this veg-
etable, a climbing spinach-like vine that is 
as ornamental as it is delicious. 
 

Malabar spinach, 
Basella alba, is a 
vigorous climber 
that hails from 
Southeast Asia and 
India and is widely 
used throughout 
the tropics for its 
tasty vitamin-rich 
leaves.  They are 
semi-succulent like 
with a mucilagi-
nous texture and 
as the author can 
attest, absolutely 

delicious in stir fries where their succulent 
texture remains after cooking to give a 
satisfying chewiness to the dish.  The very 
young leaves can additionally be eaten raw 
in salads or sandwiches, it depends on the 
tastes of the gardener. 
 
Hailing from the tropics, it's of no surprise 
that this green loves and requires heat.  In 
our Central Canadian humid summers it 
does excellently in full sun and heat.  Plen-
ty of water and rich soil will give beautiful 
vines that can be continuously harvested 
for the younger leaves.  Keeping the mois-
ture consistent will keep the leaves from 
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DROUGHT BUSTING #3  

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
As in all aspects of gardening, we augment 
the resilience of our plants – come what 
may- by building and maintaining the best 
possible soil – well-structured and well fed 
with regular dosages of organic matter.  
 
It has been said, for example, that up to 
75% of plant moisture needs can be met if 
soil has good structure with the capacity to 
retain both moisture and nutrients.  
 
What is well known but worth repeating is 
that the application of organic mulches has 
a huge impact on plant ability to withstand 
temperature extremes.  Mulching keeps 
down weeds, killing the competition – and 
eventually mulch breaks down to become 
the building material for more of the soil 
aggregates needed by resilient soils.  Also 
worth mentioning is that mulch helps pre-
vent evaporation and assists in water ab-
sorption when you do water or it rains.  
Organic amendments are also essential for 
healthy populations of soil microorganisms.  
These tiny creatures break down organic 
matter to make nutrients more available to 
plants.  
 
As noted in #1 and #2 of this three part 

becoming bitter for longer as dry soil en-
courages the plant to flower.  Eventually 
the plant will form flowers and seeds 
though and although the quality of the 
leaves for harvesting goes down, the seeds 
that form can be used as a natural non-
toxic dye and food colorant. 
 
This plant can be ordered as seed and 
should be started inside before planting 
out after the last frost.  Nicking the seed-
coat (called scarifying) will enable faster 
germination, as will soaking it prior to sow-
ing.  Bottom heat can also be recommend-
ed to ensure speedy and good germination.  
Do not plant out until the climate and soil 
are warm. 
 
Malabar spinach is mostly pest-free and 
requires no special care aside from trellis-
ing and consistent moisture. 
 
For extra ornamental appeal, consider or-
dering the variety B. alba 'rubra', which has 
red stems and leaf veins.  Against the shiny 
green leaves it is striking in appearance. 
 
In conclusion, Malabar spinach is a valuable 
addition to even the smallest of plots for 
it's lovely appearance and great use in the 
kitchen. I hope you will consider it when 
making your garden plan! 

Fennel was used to aid digestion, and cure joint pain, while Feverfew was used for head-
aches and as a general pain killer.  Rosemary was often included in small bunches of herbs 
and flowers to ward off sickness.  It was also used to help ease asthma and gout.  While we 
think of Chamomile as a sleep aid, it was also used to help those suffering from worms or as 
a tonic for general good health.  Fennel was used to aid digestion just as fennel tea is used 
today.  Apparently it was also used to help improve eyesight.  Comfrey was used as it is to-
day as a way to heal bruises and to help heal fractures. 
 
Between 1536 and 1541 King Henry V111 set about dissolving Catholic monasteries, friaries 
and convents because the Pope did not recognize his divorce from Catherine of Aragon.  
This meant that a lot of people in England who depended on the monks for medicine and 
aid had to look for help elsewhere.  
 
Fresh vegetables and herbs are a wonderful addition to our home gardens.  Seeing how our 
food is grown and being taught how to nurture plant life is an important lesson to pass on 
to future generations.  By appreciating the work done by others in our near and distant past 
we can move forward to the future.  As with the monks we too can seek a degree of food 
independence for ourselves and our heirs. 

BOOK REVIEW 
AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 PLANTS  

by Stephen Barstow  
ISBN-10: 1856231410, ISBN-13: 978-1856231411 

Rebecca Last  
Master Gardener of 

In April 2017, Just Food Ottawa invited Stephen Barstow to speak in Ottawa.  Barstow was 
already visiting Montreal for a conference, otherwise the cost of bringing him from his 
home town of Malvik on the north coast of Norway would have been prohibitive.  At lati-
tude 66, Malvik is nearly above the treeline.  As Barstow says, anything that grows in his 
garden is pretty much guaranteed to grow anywhere else in the temperate world. 
 
A retired oceanographer, Barstow travelled the world professionally.  Whenever he did so, 
he also took the opportunity to indulge his passion for wild foraging.  Over the course of his 
career he visited and foraged with like-minded vegetarians and adventurous gourmets on 
every continent except Antarctica. 
 
Originally from England, Barstow moved to Norway in the 1980s.  A vegan at the time, he 
found little sustenance in the local grocery stores.  So he joined a local group and took to 
foraging to satisfy his appetite for greens.  Over time, he gradually transplanted the more 
useful wild plants into his garden and now has a collection of more than 2,000 edible plants 
from all over the world.  Where other academics might use the letters MSc or PhD to indi-
cate their specialization,  the initials following Barstow’s name are ESM – Extreme Salad 
Man – a designation he adopted in 2003 after making a salad with 537 varieties of plants! 
(During his talk, he expressed disappointment that the Guinness Book of World Records was 
uninterested in this accomplishment but would be happy to publish his name if he made the 
world’s largest salad of, for example, iceberg lettuce). 
 
Other reviewers have described this as a supremely nerdy book, and it is.  Yet there is some-
thing highly addictive about the brief but detailed and richly illustrated descriptions of so 
many surprisingly edible plant species.  Each description begins with the Latin name of the 
plant, followed by its botanical family and common names in a handful of other languages 
(e.g., Chinese, English, French, German, Greek, Italian, Japanese, Russian and Spanish) re-
flecting its origins and ethnobotany.  Helpfully, Barstow mentions inedible or toxic look-
alikes and he emphasizes that plant identification is key to successful foraging.  Other edible 
species in the same genus are often included in the description. 
 
For example, the common dandelion (Taraxacum officinale) gets generous treatment in the 
section on Western and Central Europe but he also mentions Taraxacum kok-saghyz, a spe-
cies “…from a valley in the Tian-Shan Mountains of Kazakhstan” (coincidentally, this plant 
was also studied by US Homeland Security as an alternative source of rubber); the white-
flowered T. albidum; T. mongolicum, flowers and leaves of which are eaten by the Arhorchin 
herdsmen of Inner Mongolia; and T. cerataphrum, a North American native used by the Arc-
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series we can alter the topography of our 
gardens in ways that will catch as much 
rain as possible when it does come.  We 
can install barrels – handsome or otherwise 
– and have them brimming in no time after 
even a feeble shower.  I have six on the go 
at our place and it takes a very dry summer 
before we resort to using the hose.  How-
ever, if water rationing were to be put in 
place the hose might well become a no-no.  
That could leave us really dry but there are 
still some untapped possibilities.  These 
include water from rinse cycles and dehu-
midifiers.  The amount may seem rather 
trivial but if they help save even a few of 
our favorite plants then it’s worth it.  An-
other habit to examine more carefully is 
running indoor taps unnecessarily without 
catching and using the water on some of 
our plants. 
 
Many gardeners over water and that can 
have negative consequences, consequenc-
es that include plants that shoot up with-
out developing a deeper root system or 
plants left in the lurch if a drought takes 
hold and they must try to support over 
growth on flimsy roots.  Watering in the 
middle of a hot day is not a best choice 
either.  Much of the moisture will evapo-
rate under a hot sun.  A word about fertiliz-
ing – it is best not to during hot spells with 
the exception of well-rotted manure or 
compost.  
 
Admittedly it can be hard to plan. Even the 
weather experts have difficulty forecasting, 
especially for the long term.  You and I can 
watch for patterns and find charts on world 
averages but that doesn’t help us figure out 
what is likely to happen in our own little 
chunk of earth. We are still left with best 
guesses.  
 
Plant choices are so very important if we 
want to have resilient gardens.  Growing 
plants that are adaptable to a broad spec-
trum of weather is a realistic way to go.  All 
will need extra water when first transplant-
ed unless they come with a substantial root 
ball.  Those that are perennial and estab-
lished will need very little help.  Sometimes 
referred to as Mediterranean herbs - laven-
der, sage, oregano, marjoram, thyme and 
rosemary are generally drought resistant.  
Beside herbs we can consider mature rhu-
barb plants, Swiss chard, established aspar-
agus, squash, peppers, and even tomatoes.  
I have been impressed with the drought 
resistance of kale, beets, turnips, potatoes 
and sweet potatoes, especially when pota-
toes cover the ground with their vines and 
thus act as living mulches to prevent the 
ground drying out and weeds popping up. 
 
Microclimates that protect plants from too 
much wind and sun can be “discovered” in 
our yards or they can be created for both 

tic Chukchi people.  Several ornamental (yes, ornamental!) varieties of dandelion grown in 
northern Norwegian gardens are also mentioned – T. pseudoroseum, which has pink flowers 
and T. rubifolium, which has purple leaves.  In some cases, the plant’s biology is also ad-
dressed.  For example, I learned that many dandelion species “have given up sex”, that is, 
their seed is produced asexually through a process called apomixis so the offspring are es-
sentially clones of their parents.  There are tips on preparing the plant for eating.  In Poland, 
dandelion leaves are first boiled, then drained and mixed with milk, whey or boiled pota-
toes.  Many indigenous peoples in North American cooked dandelion greens with maple 
sap.  The Inuit of Greenland ate their dandelions dipped in seal oil. 
 
The various modes of preparation were often designed to mask a bitter flavour.  An im-
portant lesson from this book is that “edible” does not equate to tasty.  Indeed, most of the 
plants discussed were traditionally foraged in early spring to fill the so-called “hunger gap” – 
that period of late-winter to early spring when stored foods were running low and the new 
year’s crop was not yet planted.  Several strategies for making bitter plants more edible are 
discussed: dilution or mixing small quantities of bitter greens with many other more palata-
ble plants; masking the flavour with oil, butter or grease coats the taste buds so the bitter 
flavour is less detectable; leaching by boiling or soaking the plants then draining off the wa-
ter; and in-ground blanching, which in this context means depriving the shoots of light to 
reduce or eliminate the bitter-tasting chemicals that result from photosynthesis. 
 
As well as the edible value of plants, Barstow also includes reference to their ornamental 
value.  He has coined the term “edimental” to describe plants that look good as well as be-
ing edible.  One of my biggest surprises was discovering how many edimentals I already 
grow.  Since reading “Around the world in 80 Plants”, I have experimented with eating hops 
shoots, which really do taste like asparagus, although with a slightly hairier mouth feel.  Our 
head chef, my long-suffering husband, has dutifully chopped up Tradescantia stems, which 
add a delicious mild, sweet scrunch to salads (He may have muttered something about how 
he wished I’d never read Barstow, but he ate the salad nonetheless.).  I haven’t yet tried 
hosta shoots, but I’ve revisited Japanese parsley and have added a suite of new plants to my 
herb and cheese omelettes, including violet leaves and flowers, creeping bellflower leaves, 
and the occasional sprig of goutweed. 
 
I was happy to discover that some of Barstow’s tastier edimentals are thugs in my garden.  
So far, I’ve eliminated by eating one unwanted clump of Tradescantia, and I’m munching my 
way through the vigorous but unloved sprouts of creeping bellflower and goutweed that 
keep trying to launch hostile take-overs in corners of my garden.  In some cases, beauty is 
very much in the eye of the beholder.  Barstow sings the praises of sow thistle, a native spe-
cies whose stems and shoots are prized by the Maori of New Zealand.  Although this story 
speaks to my ancestral roots, I have no plans to start cultivating sow thistles! 
 
“Around the World in 80 Plants” is an excellent introduction to the world of unconventional 
edible plants. Barstow is humble enough to recognize many other contributors to this field 
and would be the first to say that his book is not a definitive study, but it is well worth read-
ing and an excellent addition to the serious gardener’s library. 

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter available 
on the 15th at http://mgottawa.ca/ 
 
Visit the Almonte online community newspaper ‘The Millstone’ - http://millstonenews.com/ -for a column by David 
Hinks of the Ottawa Carleton Master Gardeners; under the Gardening tab. 
 
Master Gardeners of Ottawa-Carleton and Master Gardeners of Lanark County are member groups of Master 
Gardeners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the mission of providing gardening advice to homeowners. 

long term and short term use.  Shade cloth is available at many garden centres and squares 
of plywood with stakes to secure them firmly in the ground can protect single plants from 
the hottest part of the day.  Painted and decorated they may become an ornamental fea-
ture of the garden.  One of my neighbours anchors a huge patio umbrella over some of her 
plants during hot spells.  
 
Finally you might want to build a raised garden, a planter, with a partially permeable 
bottom, a garden box that leaks a bit so to speak.  This feature could be particularly conven-
ient for filling with herbs and salad ingredients that you want to access close to the house.  
 
Weather is not under our control.  However, how creatively we respond to weather opens 
up a lot of interesting possibilities for those of us who enjoy the ongoing challenge of gar-
dening.    


