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I LOVE ONIONS 

Dale Odorizzi 
Master Gardener of Lanark County 

 
It is difficult to think of a main course dinner at my house without thinking about onions and 
garlic.  They are key ingredients in soups, sauces, salads and stir fries, and in virtually every 
variety of ethnic cuisine.  These versatile vegetables are high in beneficial sulfur com-
pounds, giving them their distinctive flavour and aroma.  Onions and garlic belong to the 
Allium family, derived from the Greek word for garlic.  Shallots, leeks and chives are also 
members of this family as is the beautiful perennial, Giant Allium, that towers above your 
other flowers in early June. 
 
Onions have been cultivated for thousands of years and originated in the Near East and 
Central Asia.  They come in a variety of colours and flavours: 

 Yellow—Mild flavour and grows well in our region.  These are the type typically 
found dried in our grocery stores.  They dry well and keep well over the winter. 

 Red—Have dark red skin and the white ring have a red edge around them.  They are 
very attractive in salads or any cold dishes and do well when lightly cooked in a stir 
fry.  I have found that they are not as attractive in dishes that cook for a long time or 
especially in dishes that use dark spices such at Turmeric.  Some Red varieties do not 
store well. 

 White—Mild and sweet flavour.  They are not recommended for long term storage. 

 Spanish—Grow quite large and have a mild flavour.  They are available in red or 
white. 

 Pearl-Very small and valued for their sweet, delicate flavour.  They can be creamed, 
roasted or glazed and are often pickled (great garnish for your classic Martini). 

 Multiplier—Each bulb produces 5-8 green onions.  You can harvest one at a time 
from the centre of the clump and leave the rest to grow.  They never get too large.  A 
few times, I have left one of these in the ground and found that after it matured, it 
started to shoot up a few more green onions. 

 Scallions are thought to be a type of onion but in fact, they are simply immature 
plants of any bulbing onion, harvested before the bulb is fully formed.  They are also 
called spring onions or green onions. 

 
GROWING--All onions need a long growing season to mature from seed.  Most home gar-
deners prefer to plant onion sets.  If growing onions from seed, start in early February.  By 
planting time April/May, they will look like small grass blades.  To simplify the planting pro-
cess, start your seeds in cell packs with 2-3 seeds per cell.  When spring rolls around, plant 
the whole cell.  As the plants grow, you can use your extra onions as a garnish or green on-
ion.  Be sure to thin your seedlings to 10 cm to allow space to grow.  When planting onion 
sets, set them out at 10 cm apart.  For storage onions, harvest them when about 2/3 of the 
leaves have fallen over.  Let them dry for a few days until the skin becomes papery and the 
stems have died back.  Store in a dark cool area at about 2-5°C. 
 
GARLIC (Allium sativum), a native to Central Asia has the strongest flavour of all alliums.  It 
has been historically prized for both its culinary and medicinal uses.  It grows as bulbs made 
up of cloves.  Garlic must be started in October so that it has time to grow and dry prior to 
winter storage.  See the October 2014 Edible Garden Newsletter for planting and storage 
directions.  If you have garlic left over in the spring, try planting it.  You will be able to har-
vest “green garlic” a fresh spring taste and may eventually get bulbs.  Use these bulbs first 
as they may not store well. 

GARDEN NOTES 
 
The long dry spell in May, reminds us that 
water is precious resource  that needs to 
be carefully husbanded. 
 

 Rain water is free,  doesn’t contain fluo-
rine or chlorine and is the correct tem-
perature.  Collect in rain barrel posi-
tioned under downspouts from the eves 
troughing. 

 When running the taps for hot water 
collect clean water that normally goes 
down the drain in a bucket for use in 
the garden. 

 Water from washing vegetables and 
water from dehumidifiers is also clean. 

 Grey water is water from sinks, baths, 
showers, laundry rinses which may con-
tain cleaning products, dirt, food, hair 
and grease which can be used in the 
garden as long as it does touch the 
parts of the plants we eat—Or don’t use 
on root vegetables.  It also provides 
some plant nutrients. 

 Avoid using cleaning products with 
salts, boron or bleach when using  grey 
water on the garden. 

 Don’t use grey water in sprays. Water 
the ground. 

 Grey water shouldn’t be stored for 
more than 24 hours. 

 Mulch prevents evaporation of water 
from the soil. 

 Water is lost to evaporation and drift 
when using a sprinkler.  Use early in the 
morning, on a windless day, preferably 
when its cloudy 

 Soaker or weeping hoses are laid on the 
ground around plants and may even be 
covered with mulch.  The water goes 
directly into the soil 

 Drip irrigation has an emitter for each 
plant so only the plants are watered. 

 Individual  plants can be watered by 
placing cans or bottles with holes in the 
bottom in the soil next to the plant and 
filling with water.  
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SHALLOTS (Allium ascalonium) found their way to Europe by way of the Crusaders, back 
from Ascalon, an ancient Israeli city.  Like garlic, they too grow as bulbs, divided into cloves.  
Their flavour is sometimes described as a blend of sweet onion and garlic.  They can be 
grown from seeds or grown from sets much like onions.  Often shallots and onion sets are 
lumped together.  If grown from seed, start about 45 days earlier than your targeted trans-
plant date.  They store well at 0-2°C. 
 
LEEKS (Allium ampeloprasum var porrum) originated in Middle Asia and have been used in 
Europe since the middle ages.  They can be grown in a wide range of soil but do best in deep 
topsoil.   They look like giant Green Onions and do not form a bulb.  There are four basic 
groups of leeks based on maturity—Summer, Autumn, Autumn-Winter and Winter.  In On-
tario only the Summer and Autumn groups are viable.  Traditionally, transplants for Summer 
Leeks are started from seed in the greenhouse and transplanted into the garden in late 
April.  The Autumn Leek group should be seeded directly outside in May to be sufficiently 
large enough to transplant in late June.  Space your leeks 10-15 cm apart.  To maintain the 
long, thick blanched stem, set your transplants in a trench that can be filled in over the 
growing season.  Maintain a weed free crop.  Leeks will keep for about a month in the re-
frigerator.  They keep longer in the ground mulched and dug as needed. 
 
WILD LEEKS (Allium tricoccum) or Ramps are a spring delicacy in eastern Ontario.  They are 
a native plant that grows wild in fresh to moist loamy hardwood stands.  They have been 
over harvested, especially in Quebec where the sale of Ramps is now banned.  You can or-
der the bulbs to plant.  If you are harvesting wild leeks be sure to take no more than one-
third of a clump and leave the rest to propagate.  
 
CHIVES (Allium schoenoprasum) look like tufts of tall grass.  This is a hardy perennial that 
flowers early in May or June, making it a welcome source of nectar for pollinators as well as 
a mild onion flavour for adding to baked potatoes, salads and soups.  Simply clip off what 
you need and leave it to grow again.  The flowers can also be eaten, making them a beauti-
ful and delicious addition to a salad.  If the flowers are left on the plants, they will produce 
seeds that will start new little plants. 
 
GARLIC CHIVES (Allium tubersosum) have a mild garlic flavour.  They bloom later in the year. 
Their flowers too are delicious. 
 
Some people avoid cooking with the members of the Allium family since the onion fumes 
affect their eyes.  One way to avoid the tears is to peel your onions under water.  My moth-
er gave me another tip and that is to keep your mouth shut (I am sure she meant when 
peeling onions).  If you keep your lips tightly pressed together, no more tears. 
 
Much healing folklore has grown up around onions.  Egyptians believed they had strength 
producing properties.  Alexander the Great felt they improved vitality.  Chinese medicine 
used them to treat angina, coughs and bacterial infections and breathing problems.  Captain 
Cook used onions to treat scurvy.  These healing tips are not supported by the FDA but I still 
Love Onions. 

FILM REVIEW OF 
Symphony of the Soil 

Documentary by Deborah Koons 
Garcia 

Director of THE FUTURE OF FOOD 

 
Edythe Falconer 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
The beginning is the end and the end is the 
beginning.  
 
To experience this film is a fairly lengthy 
journey. Nevertheless I have now watched 
it twice - each time without a break - and 
have been similarly moved by each view-
ing.  
 
It is indeed a lovely testimony to the beauty 
and complexity of soil, that layer of suste-
nance that very thinly covers the surface of 
our planet. Without it we would cease to 
exist and yet we take it for granted – hardly 
aware of its importance. Soil is not dirt and 
dirt is not soil.  
 
The film shares with us two possible fu-
tures and the choices we must make if we 
are to have a happy, healthy future or one 
fraught with famines and even more war 
than already rages upon the earth. 
 
Key to a happy outcome is the Law of Re-
turn – a scenario wherein we give back to 
the earth as much as we take from it. Gar-
cia spends a considerable amount of time 
providing rationale for respecting this law. 
The consequences of not doing so are 
clearly outlined as are the happier out-
comes that will accompany compliance 
with the Law of Return. Scientists and farm-
ers from around the world, and in particu-
lar North America, are called upon to testi-
fy as to the wisdom of changing our farm-
ing and gardening practices to reflect the 
true and ongoing needs of our land.  
 
What is needed is a moral shift from mining 
the soil to constantly renewing it without 
recourse to pesticides and synthetic fertiliz-
ers.  That this can be done and is being 
done is amply demonstrated throughout 
the film.  However it is still not on a large 
enough scale to stem the tide of lost soil, 
(we lose tons of it every year), and to stave 
off the companion disasters that come with 
the many kinds of soil erosion, most of 
which could be prevented by applying the 
Law of Return  

MULTI-PURPOSE NASTURTIUMS  
(Tropaeolum species) 

Rebacca Last 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
 
Generally speaking, I’m not a fan of annuals. They seem like a lot of work and money for just 
one season.  However, there is one annual I plant religiously every year.  Nasturtiums are 
such great value and start so easily from seed that they find a home under my grow lights 
every spring. 
 
Throughout their history, nasturtiums have been considered herbs, vegetables, even fruits.  
Every part of the plant is edible and, of course, they are also gorgeously ornamental! 
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The history of the nasturtium is confusing.  The flowers we grow today are descendants of 
several species of plants that were imported from Peru and Chile in the 15th and 16th cen-
turies.  Europeans found something familiar about these new imports.  The sharp, spicy fla-
vour of the leaves was reminiscent of water cress, a much more familiar plant that had been 
in use in Europe for centuries.  The new introduction accordingly gained the common name 
“nasturtium” after Nasturtium officinale, the Latin name for water cress.  That name derives 
from two Latin words – “nas” meaning nose, and “tortum” meaning twist – a reference to 
the reaction people may have on tasting nasturtium’s peppery leaves.  It wasn’t until Carl 
Linnaeus that nasturtiums were assigned as the only genus in the Tropaeolaceae family.  
 
Beyond the classic orange and red colours, breeders have now successfully produced many 
other bloom choices from deep velvety red (Tropaeolum nanum 'Empress of India'), creamy 
white (T. majus ‘Buttercream’), palest yellow (T. majus ‘Moonlight Climbing’), deep raspber-
ry pink (T. majus ‘Cherries Jubilee’), and the lovely new red-and-cream colour combo called 
'Strawberries and Cream'.  
 
There are several different forms also, including mounding, trailing or climbing.  Although 
the climbing varieties lack tendrils, they can be trained up a trellis.  The climbers are varie-
ties of Tropaeolum majus and include the ‘Alaska’ series, and ‘Jewel of Africa’.  An unusual 
variant is ‘Phoenix Climbing Nasturtiums’, which has delicate fringed blooms.  And if having 
so many colours to choose from isn’t enough, there are also varieties that feature variegat-
ed foliage! 
 
Nasturtiums can be easily started from seed indoors under lights, or planted directly outside 
in early May.  Seeds can be started any time between mid-March and mid-April.  Pre-
soaking the seeds and adding bottom heat help to enhance germination.  Plants can be 
moved outside after mid-May when all danger of frost has passed.  
 
Nasturtiums tolerate a wide variety of growing conditions, but prefer a leaner soil.  In my 
garden, they do well in part-shade or full sun.  They can become a bit sulky if planted in too-
rich potting soils.  I plant some directly into raised beds so they can trail over the edges. 
Others will be used to fill in containers and make them look lusher.  Once established, na-
sturtiums are relatively drought tolerant. They also seem to resist most pests, although oc-
casionally the leaves will be invaded by leaf miners. 
 
In fact, nasturtiums are a useful companion plant that has been shown to deter whiteflies.  
They also tend to attract ladybugs – a wonderful beneficial that has a voracious appetite for 
aphids.  I’ve found a variety of insects sheltering under the mass of nasturtiums that cas-
cade over the edge of a raised bed.  Earwigs shelter there during the day.  Sow bugs live 
there happily consuming the decaying plant materials.  These problem bugs stay out of sight 
under the dense plant material, and continue to perform their normal clean-up roles in my 
garden.  
 
Nasturtium leaves and flowers make a delicious and attractive addition to any salad.  They 
are also quite nutritious, being rich in Vitamin C and iron, and containing a natural anti-
biotic that is most potent just before the plant flowers.  The orange and red flowers contain 
phenols that help to naturalize the damaging effects of free radicals and thus provide some 
protection from chronic diseases, including cardiovascular disease and cancer.  The pickled 
seeds can be used as an alternative to capers.  The flowers are used to make a spicy herbal 
tea. There’s even a recipe for nasturtium leaf pesto. 
 
Nasturtiums flowers will keep going right up until the first hard frost. Thereafter, their abun-
dant growth can be put to use as mulch or compost. This is definitely one annual that I think 
is well worth the effort! 

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 
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 

Nasturtiums cascade down the side of a 
raised bed beside my front door while a 

lazy cat lounges in the foreground.  
Suzanne Juneau  

Adding nasturtium flowers to a salad 
makes it fit for a special occasion!  

Jon Last 

A late-season posy of nasturtiums illus-
trates some common colours and 

forms.  


