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Edibles on the Rise  

 How High Can We Grow?  

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
Gardens that rise to great heights have been well known through time.  Whole mountain 
sides have been terraced and planted, sometimes for centuries – most notably slopes on 
the Peruvian Andes, but in many other parts of the world as well.  Some of these lofty 
slopes are still productive.  Today we are more modest.  We grow “up” on balconies, walls, 
and rooftops, and with a little planning and organization, reap very filling benefits for our 
efforts.  For best results we need to understand and meet a plant’s basic needs.  
 
“The Three Sisters” are an apt metaphor for optimal conditions. Beans fix nitrogen into the 
soil.  Corn is a heavy feeder but earns its keep by rising 
high and providing climbing supports for beans.  
Squash obligingly covers the ground providing shade, 
weed control, moderation of temperature extremes 
and preservation of soil moisture.  Planting locations 
for this very productive trio were carefully chosen, 
often near tree stumps where decades of leaves had 
fallen, and where food scraps had been discarded.  
The Three Sisters is a model for successful growing 
both vertically and horizontally, and it is interesting to 
note that The Three Sisters provide all the nutrients 
necessary for a balanced diet.  
 
The Rocky Mountain Bee Plant, Cleome, sometimes noted as fourth Sister still performs as 
an excellent pollinator plant.  Pollinator plants have their place in upscale gardening.  How-
ever if your little Eden is several storeys up you may need to help some of your plants with 
soft brushes. 
  
Many green roofs and roof gardens have appeared in Ottawa in the last decade or so.  Two 
examples would be the productive roof gardens in some Not For Profit Housing projects and 
the green roof at Ashbury College.  Toronto has a long-range plan for encouraging and sup-
porting the development of both edible and ornamental gardens at ground level and  every 
level going up.  The benefits are many. (Chicago now has a large urban farm atop a soap 
factory, producing fresh food for restaurants and hotels. ) 
 
Will landscapers and agile gardeners eventually rappel up and down the sides of high rise 
buildings sowing and reaping as they we go?  That’s a bit far out, but we can start by dis-
cussing just what can be included in “growing up” - starting at ground level using wood, 
string, plastic, cement blocks, pergolas, arbors, trellises, etc., to elevate the aboveground 
parts of plants.  The “ground up” approach offers maximum use of space, greater exposure 
to sun, less exposure to soil-borne diseases and easier maintenance and harvesting, as will 
balcony and roof top gardens, or on a smaller scale – window boxes and hanging pots.  
Spaces for planting above ground level are many. The ways of utilizing them is becoming an 
art form in itself.  
 
When planning a balcony or rooftop garden it is important to determine legal and structural 
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There once was a plant called Cardoon 
Whose stem went as high as the moon 
With leaves oh so wide  
Where earwigs can hide 
It won’t grow for me anytime soon 
 
It might be the zone or the soil 
It might be the heat that won’t boil 
The air is - too cold 
The squirrels - too bold 
It grows wider not tall as I toil  
 
It has been several years that I’ve tried 
To grow this damn plant far and wide 
In a specialized plot 
In a corner, a pot 
Filled with compost and manure besides! 
 
But I am a gardener filled with good cheer 
I will try again and again… every year. 
 
 

 

Susan Bicket,  

Judith Cox 

The three sisters  
Dale Odorizzi 
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limitations.  Neighbours and their priorities need to be considered along with our own.  
Each planting area must support the weight of containers, soil mediums, water, plants - and 
the gardener!  
 
CONTAINERS 
In order to support edible plants containers will usually 
need to be at least 25cm x 25cm and of similar depth.  
Combination plant trolleys/drip trays can accomplish two 
needs – easy mobility and floor protection.  Containers can 
be recycled items or more expensive and artistic purchased 
forms.  Don’t overcrowd plants in containers. 
 
GROWTH MEDIUMS 
Growth mediums include ordinary soil, or soil combined 
with a variety of soilless mixes.  By reducing the amount of 
“real” soil and mixing in compost, peat moss, perlite or 
vermiculite, surface weight load is reduced.  For those who 
prefer not to mix their own there are plenty of pre-
packaged potting mixes to meet their needs.  Plants grow-
ing in restricted space need more water and more frequent fertilizing than plants growing 
at ground level.  

 
VERMICOMPOSTING AND THE USE OF A BOKASHI 
Even living in the confines of a condo there are options for making your own compost/
fertilizers - vermicomposting and the use of a Bokashi kitchen composter.  Both are small 
enough to be hidden away if necessary.  You can find more information about them online.  
Liquid fertilizing can be done using green or compost teas.  Green tea relies on soaking plant 
trimmings in a pail (with a tight lid) for a week or so before using the liquid to fertilize and 
water your plants.  Compost tea uses the same principle.  Throughout the growing season 
the pots will need topping up (less 2.5cm from the edge) with your favorite soil mix.  
 
TEMPERATURE CONTROL 
To maintain optimal temperatures the aerial gardener needs to take into consideration 
wind and sun exposure, and first and last frost dates.  Weather vulnerable plants can be 
protected by windbreaks in the form of taller, tougher plants.  Plywood or Plexiglas can help 
keep out the cold and strong winds.  Most vegetables perform best with at least 8 hours of 
sun per day.  However root vegetables can take some shade and pea vines need shade dur-
ing the hottest part of summer.  On north facing balconies plants can be helped along with 
artificial lighting.  
 
MOISTURE MANAGEMENT 
Moisture management is critical.  Improvised shades or even hoods, ground cover, mulch, 
pot insulation can all help to keep moisture in.  Plants in pots do require more frequent wa-
tering especially during prolonged hot spells.  Self-watering pots are available as are water 
globules or pellets that release moisture slowly.  
 
NUTRIENT REQUIREMENTS 
Use slow-release fertilizer.  Completely replace soil in containers every three or four years.  

 
Sample Potting Mix #1 Sample Potting Mix #2 

One part moist peat, one part vermiculite 
and one part perlite with: 

 20-20-20  fertilizer for Flowers and 
houseplants 

 10-6-4 - Leafy crops 

 6-8-6 –Root crops 

 5-10-10 -  Fruit 
Highrise Horticulture – David Tarrant 

Bottom layer - Small stones and chopped 
up shrub pruning's. 
Middle & top layers – Mixtures of leaf 
mold, compost and sterilized soil. 
OK to add small amounts of commercial 
NPKs (nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium) 
as well. 

BOOK REVIEW 
Edythe Falconer 
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Permaculture in Pots: 
  How to Grow Food in Small Urban Spaces 

by Juliet Kemp 
Permanent Publications; Hyden House Ltd, 
The Sustainability Centre, East Meon, 
Hampshire, England; 2012  

ISBN-13: 978-1856230971 
 
I was attracted to the title of this book for 
two reasons – my personal interest and 
partial practice of the system that is called 
Permaculture, and a presentation that I 
made at our provincial conference four 
years ago which I had called “Gardens For-
ever – Permaculture in Pots”. Four years 
later this book has appeared and deals with 
what I intended to convey but is replete 
with great detail. We can indeed employ 
the principles of Permaculture even in very 
small spaces. 
 
To follow the monthly advice provided, a 
bit of chronological translation is needed.  
We won’t be overwintering pea vines or 
putting things out in January.  
 
Kemp provides instructive photographs and 
diagrams for building and planning and 
even a few recipes to go with some of the 
produce she enjoys.  Early in the book she 
posts the main principles of Permaculture – 
her take on them – because they can be 
expressed in many ways.  Throughout the 
rest of her book she illustrates how these 
principles can be implemented, especially 
in small spaces.  Her solutions are creative 
and usually low cost.  
 
Kemp’s book makes a convincing case for 
living by the principles of permaculture in 
order to live in a healthy sustainable envi-
ronment, and, anything we can do in large 
spaces can be done in small ones – at 
ground level or higher elevations.  
 
I would wish for 
an index at the 
back of the book. 
Other than that 
I’m very happy 
with 
“Permaculture in 
Pots”. More in-
spiration for 
2016! 

Lettuce in container 
Judith Cox 
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In between do annual top ups.  Plants in containers need more frequent fertilizing.  If you 
water with “teas” – compost or green – you satisfy two needs at the same time – nutrition 
and moisture.  
 
EDIBLES THAT CAN BE GROWN IN CONTAINERS – HIGH AND LOW  
David Tarrant – Highrise Horticulture 

RECOMMENDED CONTAINER SIZES                     www.enjoycontainergardening.com 

PLAN AHEAD AND START SMALL.   
My imagination soars to the barren roofs of high rise buildings. I think about what it would 
be like if all were topped with gardens of edibles to be shared by the buildings’ occupants 
along with considerable savings in the cost of heating and cooling the premises.  
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The elegant 
and energetic 
growth of a 
vigorous Pas-
sion Flower 
Vine growing 
up our walls or 
even surviving 
in our climate 
may still be out 
of reach for 
most Ontarians 
– at least not 
planted out-
doors.  However energetic plant breeders 
are intent on changing that.  Particularly 
promising is a plant referred to as the Pas-
sionflower of the North, Passiflora incarna-
ta, or Maypop! Breeders will endeavor to 
create ever hardier and self-pollinating 
varieties of the Maypop. 
 
Maypop currently grows as far north as 
upstate New York and when I look at a map 
I see that this part of New York State is just 
a short jaunt over to Kemptville and North 
Gower.  So maybe growing Maypop in my 
garden sometime in the near future is not 
so impossible after all! 
 
If growing it here does become a reality it 
should become popular very quickly be-
cause it has much to commend it – beauti-
ful flowers and tasty fruit. Being a herba-
ceous perennial, it dies to the ground each 
fall only to pop up in the spring with shoots 
can grow as much as 5 metres per growing 
season.  
 
Maypop has history. It is actually native to 
the warmer parts of North America and 
was an important food source for our indig-
enous forbears. Its fruits are yellow to yel-
low-green and about the shape and size of 
a small chicken egg. It climbs via tendrils.  
 
For those of you who would like to find out 
more about Maypop “Uncommon Fruits for 
Every Garden” by Lee Reich, is a wonderful 
little book that can expand your growing 
possibilities considerably.  
 
NOTE: Passion flowers can be grown in 
containers and brought indoors before the 
first frost for winter. 

Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter available 
on the 15th at http://mgottawa.mgoi.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 Gar-
deners of Ontario Inc., a registered charity with the mission of providing gardening advice to homeowners 
The Edible Garden logo was created by Jon Last (jonlast13@rogers.com) 

Need help? Contact us at: 
Telephone Help Line, Wednesday and Thursday 1–3 pm (all year)  : 613-236-0034 -  
Ottawa E-mail Help Line, monitored daily : mgoc_helpline@yahoo.ca   
Lanark E-mail help Line: lanarkmg@gmail.com 

CARDOON—Cynara cardunculus  is a vegetable of Mediterranean origin.  The part of the 
plant eaten is usually the stalk ,which has a taste similar to artichoke, the young flower buds 
are edible as is the main root.  Part of the flowers is used as a vegetable rennet in cheese 
making.  In suitable frost free climates it’s a perennial which will grow  1.8 to 2.5m tall and 
1.8m wide with attractive silvery grey foliage and artichoke like flowers.  In colder areas it’s 
grown as an annual reaching about 1.5m in height. 

Beets 
Green onions 
Beans – Bush & climbing 
Carrots 
Swiss Chard 

Cucumbers 
Radish 
Kale 
Tomatoes 
Sweet potatoes 

Lettuce 
Peppers 
Dwarf varieties - squash 
Herbs 
Peas 

Beans—3-5 gallon 
Beets—2-3 gallon 
Broccoli—1 plant per 5 gallon 
Cabbage—1 plant per 5 gallon 
Carrots—3 gallon (30cm. deep) 
Swiss chard— 3 gallon 
Cucumbers—3-5 gallon 
Eggplant  - 5 gallon 

Kale, turnip, or mustard greens—3-5 gallon 
Lettuce/salad greens—1-3 gallon 
Onions, green—1-3 gallon 
Pepper—3-5 gallon 
Radishes—1 gallon 
Squash—5 gallon 
Tomato (including cherry variety)  - 5 gallon 
Don’t overcrowd vegetables in pots. 

Herbs growing in a container 
made from a compost bin.  

 Tom  Marcantonio 

 

Passion flower 
 Susan Bicket 

 

Barcelona, Spain 
http://www.urbangardensweb.com/2013/07/24/

phyto-kinetic-green-roofs-for-city-buses-and-
improved-urban-ecosystem/ 


