Notes from the Compost – Gardening With the Urban Farmer

Creating An Edible Landscape

Your yard can nourish your body and your soul.  What could be more satisfying than to witness the beautiful plum, cherry, apple and pear spring blossoms maturing into mouth-watering fruits by the end of summer? Or picking a tomato ripe off the vine and dropping it directly into your salad with your own fresh greens and herbs – now there is a taste of heaven! With some careful planning, we can surround ourselves with beauty and with bounty. Here are a few principles to help you get started:

1. Think outside the box.  Many of us have been raised with the notion that growing food in our yards is limited to a rectangular plot of long straight rows of vegetables somewhere between the back fence and garage. Nothing could be farther from the truth! Edible species can be integrated throughout the landscape in a multitude of creative ways. Spiral herb gardens near a patio; elegantly shaped beds of perennial and annual vegetables mixed with edible flowers; and grapes or kiwis trellised over a deck or walkway are just a few examples.

2. Food is Beautiful!  Unfortunately, there has often been a sharp division made between so-called “ornamental” plants and food producing species. A quick glance through Joy Larkcom’s gorgeous book, Creative Vegetable Gardening will banish that thought from your mind forever! Whether it is an Evan’s Cherry tree that serves as a colourful focal point in your front or backyard, a highly aromatic Mother of Thyme that edges your walkway, or a brilliant display of “rainbow chard” that lights up a perennial bed, edible plants can be objects of beauty.
3. Food can be functional. Edible species can also be used to achieve certain functional goals in the landscape. Berry producing shrubs like saskatoon, chokecherry, sea buckthorn, currants and honeyberry can be combined together to make a very effective hedge. Fruit trees can be trained as an espalier to disguise an ugly wall or to create a “living fence” where a boundary is needed. Edible ground covers (i.e. red clover, mints, thymes, chamomile, wild strawberry, etc.) can provide an interesting and useful alternative to traditional lawns.
4. Go vertical. Particularly in urban environments where space is limited, growing “up” rather than out can create a full, lush landscape that is also highly productive. Using vining species such as pole beans, peas, squash, or cucumber is an easy way to take advantage of this principle. Edible species can be chosen to fill all vertical niches in the landscape from roots, to ground covers, to herbaceous perennials, to shrubs, to short and tall trees.
5. Use Microclimates. The beauty of any small yard is that there are many unique micro-climates that offer distinct growing conditions. The south facing wall of the house, for example, may be the perfect place to locate a cold frame for an early spring crop of greens. A currant or gooseberry will love the partially shady, moist environment on the southeast corner of the house or garage near the downspout. Discover where your micro-climates are and use them to your advantage!
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