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ALLOTMENT GARDENS 

Dale Odorizzi 
Master Gardener of Lanark County 

 
This past winter, after nearly 20 years of living on a 30-acre lot with many gardens and a 
huge vegetable garden, we decided to sell up and move to a Condo.  The hardest part about 
leaving was leaving behind my vegetable garden.  In fact, when we received an offer to pur-
chase our property, I put two conditions in the agreement.  First was we would not sell until 
the end of July so I could harvest my garlic.  Second, I could return in September and pick 
my tomatoes.  It turns out, we did not need to exercise the second condition because I 
found a “not too distant” allotment garden. 
 
Allotment gardens are very popular in Britain and have been in existence for hundreds of 
years, with evidence pointing back to Anglo-Saxon times.  In Canada, they are a relatively 
new idea with the first ones coming to Ottawa in the early 1970’s.  In fact, in Britain there 
are many national laws protecting Allotment Garden space.  Locally, we are often at risk of 
being taken over by something else. 
 

When starting out on your allotment adven-
ture, the first thing you need to learn are the 
operating principles.  Are there things you 
can and cannot do?  Can you plant overwin-
tering crops? (garlic for example).  Will you 
have the same plot next year?  In our allot-
ment garden, we cannot sell our produce, or 
use pesticides or herbicides but we can plant 
garlic or perennial vegetables.  We also have 
access to water but are encouraged to use it 
sparingly and not to leave water running 
unattended and to use mulch to prevent 
evaporation.  Finally, we cannot plant trees 
or shrubs or invasive plants, such as mint.   
At the end of the season, we must remove 

everything we have at the garden site, such as tomato cages and stakes, fences and gaze-
bos.  
 
Who gardens at an allotment garden?  We have first time gardeners who are living in apart-
ments and want to grow their own food.  We have lifelong gardeners who have downsized 
and miss getting their hands dirty. 
 
While gardening is gardening in an allotment or on your own property, there are also many 
differences.  One of the best things about an allotment is it becomes a much more social 
activity.  Gardening at my house, I worked alone with a little assistance from the frogs and 
birds and the occasional deer.  At the allotment, there are many other gardeners, close by.  
You can watch vegetables you have never considered growing beside your old favorites.  
You can learn different techniques.  You can also feel a little humbled when you see every-
one else’s crops growing better than your own.   
 
One concern many people expressed to me was “Aren’t you afraid people are going to steal 
your crops?”  While this was a small concern, it turned out to be completely unfounded.  I 
have not had any of my produce pilfered by anyone except a few nibbles from a deer or a 

MAXIMISING TASTE 
Susan Bicket 

Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 
 
Taste is a sense that evolved to allow us to 
detect the nutrient value of food; at the 
most basic is it safe to eat?  Toxic foods are 
often very bitter.  Taste and smell also pre-
pares the body for processing the incoming 
nutrients.  Research has demonstrated 
nutrients have taste.  This implies whole 
foods such as fruit, vegetables, dairy and 
meat that taste and smell delicious are 
higher in nutrients which are digested 
more readily than those that taste bland.  
Taste is extremely difficult measure accu-
rately and is very personal and subjective.  
Likes and dislikes, it has been suggested, 
are related to our body’s need for nutri-
ents.  Many of us grow our own food hop-
ing for improved taste, nutrition and less 
chemical contamination.  It is our chance to 
try varieties not found in the stores. 
 
The factors that affect the taste of vegeta-
bles and fruit are many and interlinked.  
One of the most important factors is the 
right variety of vegetable or fruit, one that 
has flavour in the genes.  When perusing a 
seed catalogue look for descriptions that 
include taste as a selling point, and wheth-
er the food tastes better raw or cooked.  
Remember productivity, disease resistance 
and large size don’t always go with flavour.   
trial and error.  Once you’ve chosen a vari-
ety, growth conditions - TERROIR (soil , 
climate, light, water)— come into play. 
 
LIGHT is the fuel for photosynthesis, the 

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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PROGRESS AND REGRESS ON THE 
PRAIRIES –  

ODE TO THE CHOKECHERRY – PRUNUS VIRGINIANA 
‘CANADA RED’     

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa Carleton 

 
Extending as far back as the last two centuries, when buffalo still roamed the prairies, the 
land enjoyed an abundance of edible berries.  The berries were part of a rich ecosystem that 
supported not only the indigenous peoples and but also all creatures within it.  Berries 
would become equally important to European and Eurasian settlers who would soon occupy 
much of the prairies for the development of European style agriculture.  Early in the 1900’s 

and even before that the federal government 
was offering considerable incentives in the 
form of “homesteads”. “Go West Young 
Man” and you can acquire a  quarter section 
of fertile prairie land for a mere $10, provid-
ed you commit to clearing a portion of it over 
a period of three years.  Bonuses might be a 
cow and/or some basic farming implements.  
Initially settlers retained productive and pro-
tective hedgerows along the borders of their 
fields – fields much smaller than they are 
today.  Allocations of homesteads tended to 
be along proposed or already existing rail 
lines – another attractive feature for the as-
piring pioneer.  

 
I was born in 1935 when this wealth of edible wild plants was still very evident and contin-
ued to be readily available until the end of WW2.  Some stands persisted and farming wives 
and their children continued to collect and preserve many quarts of berries though summer 
and fall.  When I retired in 1995 and travelled to Saskatchewan to visit relatives the contrast 
was dramatic.  Few traces of homesteads remained – perhaps a crumbling farm building or 
two and that was all.  What had taken their place were vast tracts of flowing grain and other 
commercial crops uninterrupted by any other forms of visible life.  Every few miles there 
were silos for storing grain.  In 2017 even these are obsolete, as storage and transportation 
are now tended to by giant computerized machinery and gargantuan grain bags.  What had 
been gained and what had been lost?  What happens now is efficient but is it effective? 
 

conversion of plant nutrients into sugars 
and starches.  By choosing to plant in an 
area with full sun for 6 or more hours per 
day, we maximize the plant’s ability to pho-
tosynthesize.  Generally, vegetables grown 
for their fruits or roots have better flavour 
the more sun they get while leaf vegetables 
taste better with less sun.  Light conditions 
can vary each year, one year may be pre-
dominately sunny and hot the next cloudy 
and wet; changing flavour intensity in 
different years. 
 
TEMPERATURE too plays a part.  Many 
vegetables develop a better flavour when 
the temperatures are moderate to cool, 
such root and leaf vegetables, while the 
others such as peppers require heat. 
 
WATER is the vehicle for carrying plant 
nutrients.  In nature, most plants rely on 
rain for water but rain doesn’t follow a 
schedule so we often supplement.  Ideally, 
we use captured rain water but more often 
water comes from the tap.  Tap water 
comes with additional chemicals and min-
erals which can affect taste.  The amount of 
water and when it arrives also affects the 
quality and taste of a crop.  A fruit picked 
before a rain may taste sweeter than 
plumper fruit after rain, and how many of 
us have had tomatoes with split skins!  Veg-
etables grown for fruits or roots are often 
tastier if under a little water stress as they 
develop, concentrating sugars, while leafy 
vegetables taste better with plenty of wa-
ter to dilute the slightly bitter or pungent 
taste most leaves have. 
 
SOIL is the medium which holds water and 
plant nutrients.  The type of soil can influ-
ence crop quality and is one of the reasons 
one variety can have different tastes in 
different areas.  For example, it has been 
claimed that clay soil produces more fla-
voursome vegetables than sand, but not all 
vegetables grow well in clay.  Clay has high-
er levels of minerals and holds water 
better.  Soils high in organic matter (not 
peat soils) with high levels of micro-
organism activity will produce better 
tasting vegetables. ADD COMPOST!!!  For 
container growing a mix containing soil will 
produce better tasting food than a soilless 
mix. 
 
FERTILIZING: Generally, most fertilizers are 
sold listing the big three: - Nitrogen - N, 
phosphorous - P and Potassium - K, but 
plants also require other nutrients and the 
availability of these can affect flavour.  The 

rabbit.  I have left tools at the plot overnight and again they were there on my next visit. 
 
One negative aspect about gardening away from your home is that you must plan each visit 
to the allotment.  If I forgot something at my house, it was a simple little hike back up the 
driveway to get a tool or a basket.  At the allotment, a forgotten tool might mean a trip back 
home or a change in what you planned to do.  I discovered another problem on my last visit.  
I filled up my bushel basket with tomatoes.  As I started to carry them to my car, I realized 
how heavy the basket was.  Of course, at the house, I had my trusty wheelbarrow to help 
me haul produce to the house.  Here it was only “Dale-power” and seemed a long walk back 
to the car. 
 
When I lived in the country, I composted just about everything.  Leaves were ground up and 
put in large bins to be used next season or to be used as mulch.  The compost pile was be-
side the garden so it was only a short hop to load the wheelbarrow to haul loads over to the 
garden.  At the allotment, everything must be brought in to add soil amendments. 
 
Nothing beats having a garden right outside your door but when that is not possible an allot-
ment garden is wonderful.  If you are itching to get your hands dirty and grow your own 
food, I strongly encourage you to find an allotment garden near you. 

 

Hedge of Viburnum trilobum  
Highbush cranberry 

Richard Hinchcliff 
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Prairie native fruit species had included beaked hazelnut, blueberry, bog cranberry, buffalo 
berry, bunchberry, choke cherry, cloudberry, currant, elderberry, gooseberry, wild grape, 
hawthorn, high-bush cranberry, lingonberry, mountain ash, pin cherry, prickly pear cactus, 
wild raspberry, wild rose, saskatoon, and wild strawberry.  
 
Much of their former habitat has now been replaced by miles upon miles of mega-farms.  
But berried hedgerows were not the only loss.  What has also been lost is their influence on 
their surroundings.  This “influence” needs to be reintroduced on farms large and small, and 
in the greening of urban spaces, both public and private.  Berried hedges are more than 
producers of jams and jellies they also perform as shelter belts, wind breaks and as compo-
nents of engineered microclimates.  
 
We are now facing an alarming number of extreme climate catastrophes.  No part of the 
world, Canada included, is immune to them.  We can mitigate the effects of these events if 
we as a society choose to do so.  Can there be a constructive melding of hi-tech and low-
tech?  “Big” agriculture/ horticulture are in a position financially and technically, to make 
crucial changes in how they do business.  However, they like many of us, seem to be 
trapped in a hyper competitive economical system.  This has happened before but on a 
smaller scale.  
 
In the Saskatchewan of the 20’s farmers in both Canada and the US were encouraged to 
cultivate as much land as they could.  This allowed manufacturers to develop and sell bigger 
and better farming implements.  Agriculture on a large scale will work until there is no rain – 
year after year – until not only will the soil stop producing it will get blown away – some-
times forever. 
 
The low-tech benefits of hedgerows are many: water absorption, soil stabilization, biodiver-
sity, habitat for birds and insect pollinators, shelter from heat, potential for carbon capture, 
fruit and berries.  These benefits can provide economic, ecological and environmental gains 
both short and long term.  These benefits can help mitigate major climate and ecological 
disasters. 
 

This year I had a bumper crop of chokecherries.  
Our established tree is a wild chokecherry. The 
other did not reveal its true identity until this 
spring. 
 
For years I’ve been digging up cute little seed-
lings sporting large purple leaves, fascinated by 
the colour and my inability to identity them.  My 
wee transplants kept on growing and this spring 
brought forth beautiful elongate clusters of tiny 
white blossoms.  It was then I realized I had an-
other kind of chokecherry.  I think it is a cultivar 
of the Shubert chokecherry –‘Canada Red’.  
Fruiting took place in late July.  The fruit of 

‘Canada Red’ is larger and almost sweet enough to eat off the bush.  It is also beautiful.  
Foliage emerges pale green in the spring and then gradually changes to purple, a wonderful 
contrast to other trees and shrubs in our yard.  Like its wild counterpart it does sucker a lot.  
I’ll be looking for new homes for each little sucker.  
 
Woodland patches and hedgerows are essential components of an agri-ecosystem. To pro-
tect this valuable resource, legislation was passed in 1997 resulting in reduced hedgerow 
removal in England and Wales. From article by William Stiles, IBERS, Aberystwyth University, 
Wales. 
 
So why not in Canada?  Why not in Ontario?  If we heed knowledge from the past and com-
bine it with our current understanding of ecosystems we can recreate balanced ecosystems 
for a better future for all. 

other macro nutrients, needed in relatively 
smaller quantities are: - Carbon - C and 
Oxygen -O from air, Hydrogen - H from wa-
ter, Calcium - Ca, Magnesium - Mg, Sulphur 
- S.  The micro nutrients, needed in even 
smaller quantities, are Iron - Fe, Chlorine - 
Cl, Copper - Cu, Manganese - Mn, Zinc - Zn, 
Molybdenum - Mo and Boron - B.  If you 
are growing in soil and practicing good soil 
building techniques these should be pre-
sent, but for those growing in pots or with 
deficient soils such as sand, additional ferti-
lizer will be needed. 
 
Most synthetic fertilizers contain only N, P, 
and K in very concentrated form.  These 
produce very lush and healthy-looking 
plants but may not enhance flavour.  Fur-
thermore, application can adversely affect 
soil micro-organisms.  Applying small quan-
tities of some of the other nutrients often 
enhances flavour.  These are more preva-
lent in “Organic” fertilizers.  Organically 
based fertilizers are less concentrated and 
contain a wider range of plant nutrients 
and often benefit soil micro-organisms.  
Examples are: - liquid seaweeds extracts, 
pelleted chicken manure, alpha pellets and 
fish meal.  Compost, well-rotted manure, 
leaf mould, banana skins and compost tea 
are all very good for the soil.  Even diluted 
milk, molasses or Epsom salts can be ap-
plied to add nutrients.  Certain companion 
plantings are also said to increase flavour. 
 
KNOW WHEN TO HARVEST. Harvesting 
your crop at the right moment will hugely 
affect flavour.  Fruits don’t develop full 
flavour and nutritional value until fully ripe.  
Leaves can be bitter if too old and beans 
become stringy. Parsnips and Brussel 
sprouts taste better after a frost.   
 
To sum up, there are many variables 
affecting the taste of fruit and vegetables, 
some such as the terroir we have no con-
trol over, but we can control, our choice of 
variety and to some extent the availability 
of nutrients by developing a healthy organi-
cally active soil and practising appropriate 
timely fertilization.  Choose a variety care-
fully, research its needs look for growing 
tips, and the best time to harvest.  Keep 
records of what and how you grew it, what 
worked or not, how it has performed, and 
its taste.  Give careful thought to siting, and 
water judiciously.  Always feed the soil with 
plenty of organic matter to retain water 
and nutrients and boost micro-organism 
activity.  Your reward? Delicious, nutritious 
food! 

 

Choke cherries 
Edythe Falconer 
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Watch for Trowel Talk the Master Gardeners of Ottawa 
Carleton electronic monthly gardening newsletter avail-
able 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 Gar-
deners 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). 

FURTHER READING 
OpenElement : Alberta’s efforts to reduce soil erosion. 
http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex2073/$file/277_20-3.pdf 
 
Saskatchewan’s progress . 
https://www.grainews.ca/2012/03/05/trees-can-be-more-than-windbreaks:  :  
 
Field crop news:  The many benefits of using windbreaks 
http://fieldcropnews.com/2016/03/the-many-benefits-of-using-windbreaks/  
 
OMAFRA: Windbreaks 
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/environment/facts/windbreaks.htm  
 
ABSTRACT  from Canadian Journal of Soil Science, 2017, 97(3): 341-352,  
https://doi.org/10.1139/cjss-2016-0100 


