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The Edible Pansy 
Julianne Labreche  

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
Pansies are more than sweet flowering faces of many colors.  Some are edible.  Leaves and 
flowers can either be eaten raw as garnishes in salad, soups and fruit or candied to decorate 
desserts.  They are a wonderful way to combine the current trend to grow local with a 
touch of pop-up beauty in the spring garden.   

 
Providing, of course, they are pesticide-free.  
 
There are no laws currently that require garden centres 
and nurseries to identify pesticide-free plants.  Therefore 
it’s buyer-beware for gardeners who like to use edible 
flowers.  Gardeners intending to grow edible pansies have 
a choice of growing their own plants from seed, or buying 
plants from a nursery able to confirm the plants are safe 
for human consumption.  
 

There are over 250 cultivars of pansies.  Most are considered annuals in the Ottawa regions.  
They are hardy biennials that flower in warmer climes in the second year.  Pansies come in a 
range of colors and sizes from pastels to royal blues and purples, even black.  Here are some 
tips for growing pansies as annuals locally: 
 
For a pop of instant colour, purchase full- grown pansy plants.  They can be planted in con-
tainers or in the garden in early spring.  Pansies prefer cool temperatures.  Deadhead regu-
larly to encourage frequent blooming.  Keep the soil moist but not wet.  Pansies thrive best 
in full sun and partial shade. Too much shade makes the flowers spindly.  Organic fertilizer is 
ideal, providing slow release over several months.  Pansies are subject to attack from fungus 
diseases and pests, including leafhoppers, aphids and spider mites.  Change the location of 
pansies every year or other year to avoid a fungus disease caused by a species of Pythium 
that builds up in the soil if they are planted in the same spot.  Pansies produce flower best 
in the cooler spring temperatures. They tend to get leggy and blooms are less abundant in 
hot and humid conditions.  Regular care and deadheading will increase their longevity.  
 
Icicle pansies in Ottawa are purchased in fall for autumn and spring blooms.  The smaller 
viola pansies or Johnny jump-ups are more forgiving of our winters.  They overwinter well in 
the Ottawa region and can spread rampantly in the right growing conditions.  
 
Edible pansies can be cut and added directly to 
the plate. If you are harvesting them as a gar-
nish, cut them with their stems intact and keep 
them in water or store in damp paper towels in 
the refrigerator.  It’s best to harvest them in the 
cool morning hours.  
 
To sugar pansies, simply paint them with a little 
lightly beaten egg white and sprinkle them with 
fine refined sugar.  Leave them to dry face 
down on a plate for several hours before deco-
rating.  They look and taste delicious with a 
sweet, minty flavor.  

Sorrel, Bloody Sorrel 
(Rumex sanguineus) 

Rebecca Last 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

In the days before refrigeration, winter 
greens were an important part of the late-
winter diet.  These humble way-side plants 
helped to stave off scurvy and other condi-
tions relating to the typically vitamin-poor 
winter diets. 
 
Chief among the traditional winter greens 
is the sorrel family.  Etymology of the word 
sorrel is in dispute, with some claiming it 
comes from Old French, others from Ger-
man.  Sources agree, however, that the 
root word means “sour” – entirely apt for 
this plant’s characteristic sharp, lemony 
flavour.  
 
Sorrel has been in continuous culinary use 
since pre-historic times.  It was on the 
menu for ancient Egyptians, Greeks and 
Romans.  Considered an indispensable herb 
in French cuisine, the most common culi-
nary species – French and garden sorrel (R. 
scutatus and R. acetosa) were imported to 
North America from Europe. However, at 
least one species of sorrel (R. articus) is a 
traditional food for Inuit peoples, who are 
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BOOK REVIEW OF 
In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto  

By Michael Pollan  
 

Julianne Labreche  
Master Gardener of Ottawa-Carleton   

 
Penguin Books, April 2009, ISBN-10: 0143114964, ISBN-13: 978-0143114963 
 
Back when our great-grandparents were young, eating was simple. Many people grew their 
food in their own backyard vegetable gardens. Bread was baked by hand. Small family farms 
raised chickens that roamed freely and cows that grazed on grass.  
 
As American-writer Michael Pollan, a professor of journalism at Berkley, points out in his 
book In Defense of Food, eating now is a lot more complicated. Grocery aisles are packed 
with a perplexing array of food products, many with labels that are barely pronounceable. 
He argues that scientists and food marketers, with crucial help from government, have cre-
ated an “ideology of nutritionism”. The simple joy of eating fresh farm food has been re-
placed by nutritional science, with a resulting array of new grocery aisle products.  
 
This trend, starting in the 1980s, has replaced traditional foods by ‘nutrients’. Foods are 
broken down for their dizzying array of vitamins, chemicals and antioxidant properties. No 
longer is a plate of food considered holistically, for the sum of its parts. Traditions have 
changed. We’re living in the age of fast, processed food, usually eaten on the run or alone, 
in front of the TV.  Sitting down as a family to savor a home-cooked meal is, well, so passé.  
 
If this wasn’t enough, we are becoming increasingly anxious about food. The modern-day 
shopper needs Google to search through dubious health claims, read through confusing 
labels, sort out food fads and find truth in advertising. To add to this anxiety, our so-called 
Western Diet is putting us at higher risk for obesity, diabetes, heart disease and stroke. So, 
what’s a poor overwhelmed eater to do? 
 
Pollan provides his well-researched solution in seven simple but liberating words: “Eat food. 
Not too much. Mostly plants.” That’s it. By food, he means ‘real’ food- fresh fruits and vege-
tables from the produce aisles of the grocery store, or from a local market or backyard gar-
den. Not too much, he argues, because our largely corn and soy-based diets with their ex-
cesses of salt and sugar are making us obese. We’re eating more, but we’re not eating 
better.  And plants? Because plant-based diets help keep us healthy.  
 
It seems that just about any diet is better than a Western diet. “Eat more like the French, or 
the Italians, or the Japanese or the Indians or the Greeks,” he writes. Even if vegetables 
don’t come with a lot of fanfare or advertising, they matter.  “Don’t take the silence of the 
yams as a sign they have nothing valuable to say about health.”  
 
It’s important to point out that Pollan isn’t arguing for a vegetarian or vegan diet. Nor is he 
arguing for skipping meals or starvation diets. Instead, he makes the point that to eat well, 
we need to take time to buy fresh, local ingredients, prepare home cooked meals, reduce 
our portion size and to eat slowly, savoring and enjoying our food. Slow food, not fast food, 
he proposes.  A glass of wine or two, taken in moderation, is encouraged, both for its pleas-
ure and because polyphenols in red wine, in particular, have been found to reduce the risk 
of heart disease.  
 
For the gardeners among us, Pollan shares a little more wisdom. He encourages us to eat 
well-grown foods from healthy soils. In other words, soil rich in organic matter. The healthi-
er the soil, the healthier the vegetables we eat from it. If there isn’t space for a garden, then 
grow a few fresh herbs or some plants in pots.  
 
I’ve always enjoyed Michael Pollan’s witty prose, his well-researched subject matter and his 
passion for food. For foodies and food gardeners, it’s a real page-turner.  

still known to boil the leaves for eating 
right away or to let them ferment for later 
consumption.  
 
Despite its widespread use in soups, salads, 
omelettes and even as the basis for a re-
freshing drink, sorrel plants contain signifi-
cant quantities of oxalic acid, particularly in 
older leaves and roots.  Therefore, con-
sumption should be limited and preferably 
mixed with other greens. 
 
Bloody sorrel is one of about 200 species, 
each with their own characteristics. Most 
are short-lived perennials, but a few are 
biennial or annual.  I’ve had R. sanguineus, 
a stunningly attractive ornamental edible, 
in my garden for over a decade.  Its deep 
green leaves are veined with scarlet and it 
forms neat clumps up to 10 cm in diameter 
and 15 cm tall.  It is an easy-care plant that 
does not seem to suffer from either pests 
or disease.  The only time its good looks 
fade is after it flowers in late June.  The 
flower itself it an inconspicuous inflo-
rescence, rather like a grass flower.  I usual-
ly let one or two plants flower to ensure an 
ongoing population, but afterwards, the 
leaves start to look tired and ratty.  The 
resulting clump can be cut back hard to 
produce a second flush of tender, edible 
leaves.  
 
It reliably self-seeds throughout my garden 
and seems to be equally at home in full 
sun, full shade, wet soil right next to my 
pond, or the dry-as-desert stony margins 
beside the road.  I can harvest fresh young 
leaves from the centre of the clump 
throughout the growing season to add an 
attractive look and flavourful zing to salads. 
More mature leaves can be steamed like 
spinach for a cooked green.  
 
Bloody sorrel is not an expensive plant to 
buy and a great addition both to the herb 
garden and to ornamental beds.  Its vigor-
ous self-seeding never becomes a problem 
because seedlings can easily be identified 
from their colourful foliage, and are easy to 
remove or transplant to share with friends. 
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LEEK MOTH 

Gerda Franssen 
Master Gardener of Lanark County 

 
The leek Moth (Acrolepiopsis assectella Zeller) is a small noc-
turnal moth that is a pest for alliums, namely leek, garlic and 
onion, causing damage in the larva stage.  When outdoor 
temperatures reach 12°C the adult moths mate and lay eggs 
singly on the garlic [host plant] leaf, the egg hatches and the 
larva feeds on the leaf.  In the pupa stage a mesh cocoon can 
be found on the garlic plant. 
 

There are two methods of controlling the leek 
moth in your allium crop, squeezing the larvae 
and pupa or installing row covers, a woven 
spun material available at your local nursery. 
Install the row covers mid April to create a bar-
rier preventing the moth from laying her eggs 
on your crop.  These covers may be removed 
during the day to weed and remove the scapes 
but must be put back in the evening as the 
moth flies and lays its eggs at night; remove at 
time of harvesting.  
 
There are three generations of leek moth per growing season.  The first generation feeds on 
the foliage – mid May – June.  Squish to control. 
 
Second generation you will notice a round pin hole on the stem, larvae burrow down the 
stem– mid June – July.  Remove the stem 4 cm below the hole and discard the damaged 
portion by burning.  The plant will continue to grow. 
 
The third generation burrow down to the bulb so when harvesting cut the stalk off 6 cm 
from the bulb and discard as above.  Inspect your harvest while it is curing for frass (insect 
feces).  If you find some damage use these bulbs right away, as the damaged clove will not 
keep.  
 
Practice good housekeeping in your garlic patch by discarding all of the foliage. Do not add 
to your compost pile. 
 
If you are successful at controlling the first generation, there will be very little damage done 
during the rest of the garlic [allium] growing season. 

RUTH STOUT: 1884 to 1980 
Edythe Falconer 

Master Gardener of 
It would be fun to remember Ruth Stout as 
a gardener who sometimes gardened in the 
all-together.  She really did!  Or we could 
coat-tail her to her brother Rex, author of 
the Nero Wolfe detective series.  However 
it’s more important to recognize her as an 
independent thinker who was not afraid to 
break away from the conventional methods 
of her times and venture into developing 
and promoting her own techniques.    
 
Ruth planted her first garden in 1930 (age 
46) at a place called Poverty Hollow, Con-
necticut.  For several years she employed 
conventional ways and did all the work 
associated with these approaches.  Eventu-
ally she began to question all the culti-
vating, watering, weeding – you name it –
all the usual tasks we gardeners perform.  
Then, in 1944 (age 60), she stopped doing 
them.  Instead she began to leave the soil 
undisturbed.  She covered it with at least 
eight inches of moldy hay usually obtained 
from a neighbor glad to get rid of it.  Silly 
him!  She also left other vegetable matter 
on the surface, first as mulch, and as it 
rotted then compost.  When planting need-
ed to be done she pulled away surface de-
bris, scratched the soil lightly and deposit-
ed seeds.   
 
Her results were such that she could feed 
her family and guests all year round from 
produce she had grown herself.  Her gar-
den work did not consume her life - unless 
we include prolific writing, lecturing and 
workshops on her own property.  Or if it 
did, it would be a life well-consumed! 
 
Ruth never left soil surfaces uncovered.  
Her mulching techniques insured tempera-
ture control, weed control, and provided a 
good percentage of nutritional needs.  
These she supplemented with cottonseed 
or soybean meal.  When asked how much 
hay would be required to do the job she 
once replied – “You need at least twice as 
much as you would think.” 
 
The “Mulch Queen” was still gardening in 
her early 90’s.  She passed away in 1980 at 
the venerable age of 96.  Her legacy is multi
-faceted – Live well, experiment, share your 
knowledge, be self-reliant and self–
sufficient.   

 

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 

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 
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Note: Some of Ruth’s books are available through Amazon and I have one hard copy of my 
own – “The Ruth Stout No-Work Garden Book” Googling will get you a ton of information 
on this organic pioneer. 
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Further information on the leek moth maybe found at— 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/facts/08-009.htm 


