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UNSUAL EDIBLES 

Esther Bryan 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
For those of us who enjoy growing vegetables it's nice to take a break from the old 
standard crops and try something a little different. Here are three crops that are worth 
considering. 

 
CUCAMELON (Melothria scabra) is a tiny cucumber 
that looks like a watermelon.  It is an old crop from 
Central America and is also known as mouse melon or 
Mexican sour gherkin. It is a relative of the common 
cucumber with better habits for the urban garden and 
certainly worth considering for small spaces. 
 
The vines are excellent climbers, smaller in size than 
the average cucumber plant and prolific in fruiting.  
These vines have excellent resistance to most diseas-
es.  Although cucamelon is a tender perennial, with 

enough time it may form tubers that can be pulled when the plant is frost-killed, and 
then saved for planting the next year.   
 
Culture is fairly simple, treat like melons.  Although seed is available, starting from the 
saved tubers is probably easier. They should be started inside and transplanted into a 
warm sunny location when the danger of frost is past.  They are slow starters, so it is 
not uncommon for three weeks to pass before a sprout appears.  Rest easy though, 
they can reach up to 3m (10 ft) in length and will be soon covered in small ivy-like 
leaves.  It might be worth considering growing them in a hanging basket as they don't 
mind being pot-bound and are also drought tolerant and more cold-resistant than the 
average cucumber or melon.  Their ornamental appearance is a bonus. 
 
The vines will need support as they grow and their tiny flowers are pollinated by in-
sects and fruit appears in huge numbers.  The fruit should be harvested when firm and 
about the size of a grape.  Waiting longer will mean the fruits become better for pick-
ling than popping into your mouth.  This is a fantastic crop for children.  They love the 
tiny watermelon-looking fruits just ready to eat! 
 

GROUND CHERRIES (Physalis pruinosa) are an old favorite.  
Also known as Cape Gooseberry or simply Physalis, they can 
be found nowadays in many a fruit section of a typical super-
market.  This tasty treat is originally from South America and 
has been cultivated in North America for quite some time, 
even if it has been somewhat unknown until recently.  
  
In appearance the hanging fruit resembles its close relative, 
the Chinese Lantern.  Both have a husk with a round fruit in-
side.  However the fruit of the Chinese Lantern is not consid-
ered to be edible.  The ground cherry is easily grown in the 
typical vegetable garden, and does just fine in poorer soils 
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Good king Henry more officially known 
as Blitum bonus-henricus Syn, Cheno-
podium bonus-henricus is a forgotten 
vegetable.  It belongs to the family Am-
aranthaceae which also has Swiss 
chard, Beets, Spinach and Quinoa as 
members.  I have grown and eaten it 
for a number of years as a spinach sub-
stitute.  It is one of the few vegetables I 
found that will grow well in partial 
shade; it also has the advantage of be-
ing a perennial. 
 
The plethora of common names 
attached to this plant – Good King Hen-
ry, Mercury, Perennial Goosefoot, Lin-
colnshire Spinach, Poor man’s aspara-
gus, Markery, Fat Hen…- give an indica-
tion of its long association with man - 
since the Neolithic period.  It traversed 
the Atlantic with the early European 
colonists and naturalized itself both in 
Canada and in the USA.   
 
Most of the above ground growth can 
be eaten, the spring shoots like aspara-
gus, the young spring leaves raw in a 
mixed green salad, the older leaves 
cooked like spinach, the flower buds 
cooked like broccoli and the seeds as a 
grain.  A gold green dye can be made 
from all of the plant.  The raw leaves 
contain oxalic acid, the older leaves can 
be bitter and tough requiring cooking 
(this destroys some oxalic acid too) 
which may explain why it fell out of 
favour as a vegetable in the 19th cen-
tury.  It has undergone very little hy-
bridization and is often considered a 
weed.   
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provided the drainage is good.  Full sun and warmth is a must for this plant but it is an 
easy and abundant cropper. 
 
Ground cherry is a nightshade family member like its relative the tomato and is best 
treated like one for the purposes of care.  It can be slow to germinate and get started 
but once going is mostly pest and disease-free.  Growing to about the size of a medium 
tomato plant, the papery green husks that form will turn yellow and crispy when the 
fruit within is ripe.  Even easier, the fruit often just simply falls off the plant when ready.  
This is another great crop for kids.  Mine will even search the plant for ripe fruit.  
Ground cherries are excellent raw and cooked into jams and pies. 
 

JERUSALEM ARTICHOKE OR SUN CHOKE(Helianthus tu-
berosus) is beautiful and generous.  The name of this crop is 
commonly thought to be a corruption of the Italian 
"girasole" meaning "sunflower" and it is indeed a type of 
sunflower and perennial one at that.  Like traditional annual 
sunflowers it is native to North America and is cultivated for 
its edible tubers of varying colors and shapes.  This plant is 
often tarred as "invasive" or weedy, but all the better be-
cause it can be heavily harvested and still come back.  It is 
certainly important to keep it under control though, because 
it will spread.   
  
In appearance it grows up to 3m tall and produces a bunch 
of beautiful medium sized yellow blossoms with a dark cen-

ter.  Bees adore them and they bring lovely late summer and early fall color to wherev-
er they grow.  They are not typically bothered by pests but powdery mildew and a few 
ailments can occur.  When the frost kills the tops then is the time to dig the tubers.  
Leaving a few in the soil will ensure next years crop but they will likely come back re-
gardless, just from scraps of root.  They can be stored in a cool dark place or in the re-
frigerator crisper until use.  The tubers can be added to stews or roasted, even eaten 
raw in salads. 
 
So - as well as the standard tomatoes and cucumbers, why not try one of these produc-
tive and not fussy additions to your crop list? You’ll be glad you did. After all, variety is 
the spice of life!  

 
Ideal conditions for growth include a 
moist soil rich in humus where it can 
reach a height of around 90cm and 
spread of approximately 45 cm.  In my 
sandy dry soil it rarely grows more 
than 45 to 60cm and I have never seen 
harvestable shoots.   
 
As this is a perennial which is difficult 
to move (and eradicate) because of the 
long tap root of established plants 
thought must be given to its location 
before planting.  Good soil preparation 
pays off, double digging, removal of 
weeds, plenty of compost, well rotted 
manure.  My bed of Good King Henry 
has been in place for over 20 years.  
 

 Good King Henry is best started from 
seed.  It can be sown directly outside in 
situ or started indoors; the seeds may 
need to be stratified to stimulate ger-
mination.  The seedlings can be 
thinned or planted so that they are 
about 30cm apart and carefully 
mulched.  After that very little care is 
needed - water in dry periods, weeding 
and an annual dressing with compost 
and/or well rotted manure.  I find that 
by letting some plants go to seed and 
allowing a few young plants to remain 
the bed renews its self over time as the 
older plants die.  I have had no real 
problems with either pests or diseases.  
It is probably better to wait a year or 
two before harvesting shoots or doing 
more than a light leaf harvest to en-
sure the plant is well established.  The 
leaves can be harvested for whole 
growing season, but reducing or stop-
ping the harvest by late August allows 
the plant to build up vigour for the 
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PICKLED CUCAMELONS 
Dale Odorizzi 

Ingredients 
1 1/2 cups white vinegar 
1 tsp salt 
4 tbsp raw sugar 
1 tbsp chopped fresh dill 
1 tbsp chopped fresh mint 
1 tsp coriander seeds 
1 cup fresh cucamelons 
 
 
 
 

Directions 
Pour the vinegar into a bowl and add sug-
ar and salt, then whisk until completely 
dissolved. Stir in the coriander seeds, mint 
and dill. 
Wash the cucamelons in water and pour 
into a sterilized jar 
Pour the seasoned vinegar into the jar and 
seal tightly. 
Refrigerate for 2 weeks. The cucamelons 
will be pickled and ready to eat. Once 
opened, store in the refrigerator. 

TO PREPARE JERUSALEM ARTICHOKES FOR SALADS -  

Edythe Falconer 
Slice the tubers and rub cut sides with lemon juice, or put slices in cold water with lem-
on juice or vinegar added. Otherwise they will discolour as do freshly cut apples. 
WARNING: raw they may possibly cause flatulence and/or indigestion 
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following year. 
 
As an easy care leafy green vegetable 
high in nutrients such as vitamins A, B 
and C, iron, and other minerals it is 
worth considering for a difficult loca-
tion.  However because of its chemical 
makeup it should be eaten in modera-
tion especially if eaten raw; it is best 
cooked fresh with other calcium rich 
foods.  Good King Henry has some me-
dicinal properties but there may be 
contra-indications with some medical 
conditions so please check before con-
suming if you have any health issues.   

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 
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: lan-
arkmg@gmail.com 

Love those Dandelions 

Susan Bicket 
Master Gardener of  Ottawa Carleton 

 
Starting a new garden I find 
myself faced with a Host of 
Dandelions, successful colo-
nizers of disturbed soil.  As I 
weed I start wondering, can 
I find some reasons to keep 
them? And save a lot of hard 
work - the roots get longer 
as the season advances!  
This is what I found from 
some quick research. 
 
 

 Dandelions grow with very little effort on my part. 

 Dandelions are one of the earlier flowers in spring.  Flowering when the day 
length is less than 12 hours (also in fall) providing nectar for insects (pollinators). 

 Dandelions are pretty and can be fun – picking the flowers, blowing the seed 
heads. 

 Dandelions remain green long after the grass has turned brown in times of 
drought. 

 Dandelions have long tap roots that absorb minerals and other nutrients from 
underground, making the leaves good material for composting.   

 The roots also excrete minerals and nitrogen into the soil.  

 The roots can penetrate compacted soil including hardpan found under exces-
sively rototilled or ploughed soil, allowing air, water, other plant roots and earth-
worms in.  

 Dandelion roots help prevent erosion. 

 Dandelions give off ethylene gas which helps fruit ripen. 

 Dandelions are rich in vitamins and minerals.  Making them a highly nutritious 
food source for humans and herbivores such as rabbits and farm animals.   

 The seeds are food for birds and small mammals. 

 All parts of the Dandelion are edible, roots, leaves, and flowers.  

 Roots: can be roasted, ground up to replace coffee, as well as being eaten 
as a root vegetable.  These are best harvested in the fall. 

 Leaves: can be eaten raw as a salad vegetable, they are at their best in 
spring before the flowers or after a fall frost.  They can be cooked as a 
leafy green vegetable.  Cooking reduces the bitterness. 

 Flowers: can be eaten or used to make wine and syrup. 

 Seed catalogues carry Dandelion seeds in the salad greens section. 

 Dandelions have been used in traditional medicines down the centuries and 
throughout the world to treat a number of conditions. 

 A yellowish dye can be made from the flower.  The root produces a yellow, ma-
genta or purple dye depending on the mordant.  

 

HARDPAN—A heavily compacted layer 
of soil  impervious to water usually 
found under the topsoil typically in clay 
soils.  It impedes drainage and restricts 
the growth of plant roots.  

 

Colonization by dandelions 
Susan Bicket 

 

Roots 8 weeks after 
germination 

Susan Bicket 

MORDANT—A substance used to set 
dye into a fabric increasing the colour 
brightness and fastness by bonding 
molecularly with both the fabric and 
dye.  For many plant based dyes the 
mordant is a metal such as aluminum, 
iron, tin, copper or chrome.  

ROOTCIDE—Dandelions are notorious 
for regenerating from even the slight-
est piece of root.  Before putting the 
roots in compost to recycle all those 
nutrients try one of these methods to 
kill them: 
1. Place in the sun and dry thoroughly. 
 
2. Place in a bucket of water, place a 
weight (stones) to keep the roots sub-
merged, cover to keep mosquitoes out 
and to stop evaporation, and leave un-
til slimy. 
 
3. Place roots in a black plastic bag 
mixed with grass clippings, leave in a 
very sunny spot and leave for a few 
weeks until thoroughly decomposed. 


