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PEARLS AND RUBIES 

Edythe Falconer 
Master Gardener of Ottawa –Carleton 

 
“For a micro-fraction of the cost of real pearls and real rubies we can have beautiful substi-
tutes that will adorn our gardens year after year spring, summer and fall.  The two orna-
mentals that can do this are Symphoricarpus albus and Symphoricarpus orbiculatus”  That is 
how I introduced Snowberry and Coralberry for an article I wrote for the Sun several years 
ago. 
 
Fast forward to July 23 on one of our then rare sunny days and I’m sitting on a sturdy bench 
contentedly picking red currants.  As the sun reaches through the leaves of my red currant 
bushes the berries become shimmering jewels.  The temperature is benign and a slight 
breeze wafts around me. I feel very rich indeed. 
  
Snowberry and Coralberry are quite beautiful but they are not edible.  Red and white cur-
rants are edible albeit with the help of a considerable amount of sugar.  If you have a large 
yard you can probably enjoy all four of these shrubs.  Otherwise why not cultivate those 
that pack a double whammy?  They look good and taste even better. 
  

Currant bushes are hardy and easy to grow.  Average soil 
with an average amount of moisture will suffice.  They 
are also weather resilient.  Mine have been equally boun-
tiful through both drought and excessive rain – in full sun 
or in partial shade.  Should you want to cultivate more of 
them they are easily propagated by layering.  Nick a stem 
on the underside, weight it to the ground with a stone or 
large staple and in no time at all new roots will take hold.  
Then you can cut it loose from the parent plant for trans-
planting to a new location. 
  
These user-friendly traits are enough on their own to 
recommend currants to any potential grower but they 
have even more to offer.   The pale opaque berries of the 
white currant dangle in dainty shiny bunches, each berry 
slightly less than one centimeter across, these little 
“pearls” suspended among the bright green foliage are 

truly beautiful.  Red currants are more flamboyant.  The translucent red berries hang from 
branches in generous gleaming clusters – so heavy at times that stems are bent right to the 
ground. Although their flowers are inconspicuous they do have a delicate appeal. 
  
Currant bushes benefit from judicious pruning.  After harvesting the berries, it is a good idea 
to remove two or three of the older fruiting stems on an annual or semi-annual basis in or-
der to encourage the younger ones.  Standard pruning practices also apply – remove any 
dead, diseased or damaged parts on an as needed basis. 
  
Our currant bushes range in age from five or six to well over twenty years and so far, diseas-
es and insects have not been a problem.  Nor are the birds. We  share.  

Red Currant Lament  
Judith Cox 

Master Gardener of Ottawa-Carleton 
 
There once was a healthy red currant 
That blossomed with fruit and assurance 
It turned with chagrin 
Whilst the birds all flew in 
Eating currants without a deterrent  

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 

Epsom Salts and the Home 
Vegetable Garden:  Myth 

and Reality  
Caroline Dabrus  
Master Gardener of 

 
Most vegetable gardeners want to grow 
their crops in an environmentally sustaina-
ble way; avoiding chemicals and looking for 
organic alternatives.  This has lead to inter-
est in identifying “safe and natural” plant 
fertilizers readily available to the home 
owner.  One frequently found tip is to apply 
Epsom salts to the soil around plants to 
improve plant vigour. 
 
Epsom salts are a combination of magnesi-
um and sulfur.  Magnesium is a plant micro-
nutrient which is needed in small quanti-
ties, but plays an important role in the pro-
duction of chlorophyll, fruit, and nuts.  Mag-
nesium also helps strengthen cell walls and 
improves plants' uptake of other nutrients, 
such as nitrogen and phosphorus.  Sulfur is 
another plant nutrient.  It is involved in the 
production of plant amino acids, proteins, 
and chlorophyll,  and is a constituent of 
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HERITAGE AND HEIRLOOM  
VEGETABLES 

Amanda Carrigan 
Master Gardener of Ottawa-Carleton 

 
As a gardener, I’ve always been a fan of home-grown vegetables.  It’s a whole different taste 
to what you get in the store.  There are some heirlooms in the mainstream catalogs, along 
with the hybrids.  Growing heritage vegetables is more and more popular these days.  It’s 
hard to realize how many types there are to explore, though, until you start looking.  The 
sprinkling in the average catalog is only the tip of the iceberg. 
 
So what’s an heirloom or heritage vegetable anyway?  It may depend on who’s defining it. 
Generally speaking, it’s a variety of something that’s at least 50 years old, open-pollinated 
and selected over time (as opposed to a hybrid, which is a very specific cross that won’t 
come true from seed if you keep it), and usually not available commercially.  By some defini-
tions, it has to have been passed down in a family for a long time, hence the ‘heirloom’ 
term.  What that sort of boils down to, is that it’s a variety that’s been around for a long 
time that a home gardener can grow, propagate, select, and pass on. 
 
What’s the big deal with heritage vegetables and why should you grow them?  Actually, 
there are several reasons; take your pick.  For one, there’s biodiversity.  Even all the mod-
ern hybrids have had to get their genes from somewhere.  Having a wide variety of heritage 
varieties available means a wider potential gene pool both now and for future crops.  We 
can’t foresee which genes might come in handy down the road.  And having too narrow a 
gene pool means inbreeding, and having everything too closely related for comfort.  That 
could lead to more of an undesirable trait being expressed (think hip dysplasia in inbred 
dogs).  Or it could mean if a disease comes along, it could wipe out more of a crop, because 
less diversity means less chance some of the crop will have an innate resistance to the dis-
ease.  The Irish potato famine was as severe as it was because most of the potatoes there 
were one cultivar only, the ‘Lumper’, and it happened to be susceptible to the phytophthora 
blight.  Things probably would have been better if they’d had a few more of the hundreds of 
potato varieties out there.  
 
Having that biodiversity isn’t just for disease and pest resistance.  It also means that herit-
age vegetables have been selected for an astounding array of different colours, flavours, 
sizes, cold tolerances, and uses.  People grew things and kept those that had traits they 
liked – evolution in action.  If something has been grown and selected in a colder, or wetter 
or drier area for hundreds of years, then it has usually gotten better at growing in those 
conditions.  Wherever you live, there are probably varieties that were made for your weath-
er, and will grow better for you than something bred in a facility half a continent away.  
Maybe someone wanted larger squash, or more compact plants, a multi-use bean or a 
sweeter tomato.  Now if you want the same, you can profit from their work, and even con-
tinue it.  While most modern hybrids are bred for transportability and uniformity of appear-
ance, often to the detriment of flavour, heirloom edibles often have complex and delicious 
flavours.  So what if they can’t take being picked half-ripe and shipped a thousand miles?  
That’s what eating local and seasonal is for.  Since people did grow and store food for winter 
before mechanical refrigeration, there are heirlooms that are bred to be winter keepers.  If 
you want neighborhood bragging rights…well, you probably aren’t the first by many genera-
tions, it seems some people must have just selected for something to show off.  Whether 
it’s tomatoes in every shade of the rainbow, a zucchini shaped like a trombone, or beans a 
yard long.  Heritage vegetables can make an eye-catching sight at the local fair.  
 
If you need another reason to try heritage vegetables, there’s – well – heritage.  A real and 
literal slice of history, as it were.  Many historic sites that include gardens make good use of 
this, such as Thomas Jefferson’s garden at Monticello, which grows many of the varieties he 
mentioned in his writings, or our own Upper Canada Village, which fills its gardens with Con-
federation-era vegetables and flowers.  To get more personal – wherever your family comes 
from, chances are there are heritage vegetables from there also.  I was personally very ex-
cited to find a Dutch bean with purple-streaked yellow pods that could be used fresh or 

vitamins. 
 
Many gardeners apply Epsom salts around 
their tomatoes, potatoes and peppers 
based on the understanding that these 
vegetables need more magnesium than 
other plants, and believing it will help in-
crease the number and size of fruits or tu-
bers.  Unfortunately, these gardeners may 
be doing more harm than good for the fol-
lowing reasons.    
 
Magnesium is not deficient in most garden 
soils.  Also, there is no scientific evidence 
that the addition of magnesium to soils not 
deficient in this nutrient will cause plants to 
grow bushier or produce more flowers and 
fruit.  What research is available suggests, 
that in such cases, the addition of magnesi-
um has no real impact on plant growth.    
 
Magnesium deficiencies are more com-
monly found in light, sandy, and/or acidic 
soils or in clay soils that have been inten-
sively cropped, particularly if the soils are 
heavily leached by rainfall or irrigation.  
Scientific research has found that the soil 
application of Epsom salts was ineffective 
in treating magnesium deficiency of coffee, 
hazelnuts, pine and plum trees.  Slow re-
lease magnesium sources, typically without 
sulfates, were found to be a better choice.  
 
Further applying Epsom salts to heavily 
leached soils can potentially add to any 
existing soil problems due to the sulfate 
content.  Sulfates readily combine with 
other soil nutrients such as potassium and 
calcium, as well as magnesium.  Sulfates 
never stay in the soil long, as they are wa-
ter-soluble.  As a result, sulfates and any 
attached nutrients, are readily leached 
from the soil by rain or irrigation.  This can 
change the nutrient composition of the 
soil; possibly removing other useful nutri-
ents.  Also, excesses of sulfur will contami-
nate or pollute water passing through it. 
 
For the home gardener, organic compost 
and manure may be all that is needed.  
Even though the level of magnesium in 
organic material is low compared to miner-
al sources it may be sufficient.  Organic 
compost has the added benefit of being 
totally plant available during the growing 
season.  It also aids water retention; keep-
ing mineral nutrients and sulfates from 
leaching into and polluting groundwater.  
 
You can learn more about Epsom salts and 
the home gardener by reading “miracle, 
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dried.  Something to match my heritage, with a fun appearance, and multi-functional too – 
what more could I want? 
 
Want to give heritage vegetables a try?  There are plenty of places to find seeds – and plen-
ty of books to give you some help deciding what to grow. I will say from experience, though, 
it might not be a bad idea to make a list first, before you actually start looking for seeds. 
What types of vegetables do you want – tomatoes, beans, etc. – and what traits are im-
portant – height, growing season, use, colour?  And how much space do you have to grow 
things?  If you have room for only three tomato plants, there’s no point in ordering a half-
dozen varieties – and cutting down to that many is hard when you’re faced with ten pages 
of different tomatoes!  
 
And don’t forget about heritage varieties of fruit! 

myth or marketing, Epsom Salts” by Linda 
Chalker-Scott, Ph.D., Master Gardener, 
WSU Editor Extension Urban Horticulturist 
and Associate Professor, Puyallup Research 
and Extension Center, Washington State 
University Puyallup, Washington, https://
puyallup.wsu.edu/wp-content/uploads/
sites/403/2015/03/epsom-salts.pdf  

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). 

FINDING SEED:  
 
Specialty seed companies include: 

• Heritage Harvest in Manitoba (https://
www.heritageharvestseed.com/),  

• Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds in Missouri 
(www.rareseeds.com),  

• Greta’s Organic Seeds in Ottawa 
(www.seeds-organic.com),  

• Salt Spring Seeds in BC 
(www.saltspringseeds.com),  

• High Mowing Seeds in Vermont 
(www.highmowingseeds.com),  

• Richter’s in Ontario –apart from regular 
vegetables, check out the SeedZoo sec-
tion (www.richters.com),  

• Johnny’s Selected Seeds in Maine 
(www.johnnyseeds.com),  

• The Cook’s Garden, now part of Burpee 
(www.burpee.com/heirloom/all-
heirlooms) 

 
Some heirlooms can be found in other 
mainstream seed companies like Vesey’s 
(www.veseys.com ), although they may or 
may not actually specify heirloom in an 
entry – you might have to do research 
yourself. 
 
Small Farm Canada Magazine publishes an 
annual seed guide, with a list of seed sup-
pliers, many including rare and heirloom 
varieties, seed banks and seed saving or-
ganizations 
(smallfarmcanada.ca/2016/2017-seed-
guide). 
 
Seedy Saturdays – a yearly seed sale/
exchange/learning experience. Ottawa’s is 
early March. (www.seeds.ca/events) 
 
-Seed Savers organizations – Seeds of Di-
versity Canada has a lot to offer, both 
seeds for members, and resources 
(www.seeds.ca).   
 
Seed Saver’s Exchange in the US has a 
large selection, but not all suitable to the 
northern climate (www.seedsavers.org/) 
 

BEE LINE  

Julianne Labreche  
Master Gardener of Ottawa –Carleton 

 
Queen Bee Day at The Central Experimental Farm is a day to celebrate not just queen bees 
but also all bees-– native and non-native. Bees pollinate our food and flowers, and honey-
bees share with us their wonderful honey. Bees give gardeners much to celebrate! 
 
Among the fun-packed family activities at The Farm that August day were tasty cooking 
demonstrations with ample samples to share. This delicious honey vanilla cake recipe, pro-
vided by Food and Agriculture Canada, is dense and moist, especially combined with the tart 
taste of lemon juice. 
 

HONEY VANILLA CAKE WITH HONEY LEMON FROSTING 

INGREDIENTS PREPARATION 

½ cup (120 ml) unsalted butter 
¾ cup (180 ml) sugar 
2 eggs 
1 ½ cups (360 ml) all-purpose flour 
1 teaspoon (5 ml) baking powder 
½ teaspoon (2.5 ml) salt 
½ cup (120 ml) buttermilk 
¼ cup (60 ml) honey 
1 teaspoon (5 ml) pure vanilla extract 
 
Honey Lemon Frosting: 
½ cup (120 ml) butter 
3 cups (720 ml) icing sugar 
3 tablespoons (45 ml) honey 
2 tablespoons (30 ml) lemon juice 

Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C). In a medium 
bowl, combine the flour, baking powder and 
salt; set aside. In a small bowl mix together 
wet ingredients: buttermilk, honey and vanil-
la extract. In a large bowl, beat butter and 
sugar until combined. Add the eggs, one at a 
time, until well combined. Gradually add the 
dry and wet ingredients into the butter mix-
ture and mix until combined.  Pour the mix-
ture into a 9-inch greased cake pan. Bake 30 
to 40 minutes, until toothpick inserted out 
clean. 
 
For the Honey Lemon Frosting: 
1. Beat butter and icing sugar until com-
bined. 
2. Gradually add honey and lemon juice and 
continue to mix until desired consistency. 
 
Yield: One cake 

More honey recipes can be found on their 
website: https://ingeniumcanada.org/
agriculture/whats-on/recipes.php#honey 
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REFERENCES, BOOKS :- 
Check your local libraries; this list is likely far from exhaustive: 
 

• The Beginner’s Guide to Growing Heirloom Vegetables,  Maria Iannotti,  

• Heirloom Fruits and Vegetables, Toby Musgrave 

• Heirloom Vegetables: A Home Gardener’s Guide to Finding and Growing Vegetables From The Past, Sue Stickland, Whealy Kent, 
David Cavagnaro 

• Edible Heirlooms: Heritage Vegetables for the Maritime Garden., Bill Thorness 

• Taylor’s Guide to Heirloom Vegetables: A Complete Guide to the Best Historic and Ethnic Varieties, Benjamin Watson  

• 100 Vegetables and Where They Came From, William Woys Weaver 

• Heirloom Vagetable Gardening: A Master Gardener’s Guide to Planting, Seed Saving, and Cultural HistoryWilliam Woys Weaver,  

Brought to you by the Master Gardeners of 

Ottawa-Carleton and Lanark County

Designing resilient gardens for our times

All-day seminar: Saturday, October 21

Location: Rideau Park United Church, 2203 Alta Vista Drive, Ottawa 

Registration fee (includes lunch): $35 ($40 after October 7)

Topics

•Water and drought management

•Soil management

•Wash and wear plants (planting for resilience)

For details:

•see www.lanarkmg.blogspot.ca or www.mgottawa.ca

•call 613-264-8135

•email lanarkmg@gmail.com


