
The quarterly publication of the Canberra Organic Growers Society Inc.

My summer at Charnwood 
Media stars
How community gardening 
changed my life 
Staying hydrated this summer

Spring 2020 
Vol 28 No 3 Issue 108



Canberra Organic Growers Society 2 Canberra Organic Growers Society 

Kaleen kids 
Kaleen community garden is proud to be an outdoor playground for 

so many young gardeners — and older gardeners! Enjoy some of 
the pictures from our latest (appropriately distanced) gathering.

—Joanne Widdup (photos)
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I would like to take this opportunity 
to thank all COGS members for 

their continued support in managing 
the COVID-19 restrictions, in 
particular the efforts of our garden 
convenors and individual plot 
holders. Vigilance is still required 
despite the slow easing of restrictions 
in the ACT. 
Our basic advice is to maintain 
social distancing and hand washing 
on entry and exiting gardens. Please 
don’t attend your garden if you feel 
unwell or have had recent contact 
with friends and/or family who 
have recently travelled to and from 
Victoria or the virus hotspots in New 
South Wales. 

Recent media coverage
One outcome of the lockdown 
has been local media interest in 
community gardens, with a number 
of people contacting local ABC radio 
regarding their interest in either 
developing a community garden in 
their local area or finding that COGS 
gardens are generally at capacity. 
Jo McMillan, our Gardens Coordinator, 
has managed these enquiries very 
professionally and took part in a recent 
early Saturday morning ABC radio 
show answering questions regarding 
availability of garden plots. Convenors 
Narelle McLean (Mitchell), Teresa Rose 
(Charnwood) and Minh Chu (Betty 
Cornhill) have also been interviewed 
over the past few weeks about their 
gardens. 

Increase in plot fees
The COGS Executive Committee has 
decided unanimously (9 June 2020 
meeting) that an increase in plot 
fees for the 2020-21 financial year is 
justified as part of an ongoing strategy 
to balance the COGS operating budget. 
Membership fees are unchanged.
Andy Hrast our COGS Treasurer notes: 
“Members and plot holders have by now 
received their invoices for fees for 2020-21 
gardening year. 
There has been no change in the 
membership fees ($35 and $25 for 
concession card holders). However, plot 
fees have been increased by $0.75 per 
square metre, to $4.20 per square metre. 
The COGS Executive, in making the 

decision for this increase, was acutely 
conscious that it comes on top of a $1.00 
per square metre increase in 2019-20 and 
the uncertainty caused by COVID-19. 
COGS financial statements show that 
it has operated at a loss for the last 4 
years. This has allowed the fees to be 
kept largely unchanged until last year. 
The 2019 increase in fees (both plot and 
membership) was the start of a staged 
strategy to bring the budget into balance. 
An increase in the 2020-21 fees was 
foreshadowed in 2019 and a balanced 
budget is now expected. The COGS budget 
has also reduced the level of discretionary 
expenditure.
It is useful to put COGS plot fees into 
perspective. The $4.20 per square metre, 
per year compares favourably with other 
community gardens. For example, the 
Canberra City Farm charges $6.00 per 
square metre per year. 
Looking forward, the major financial 
concern is water costs, especially in regard 
to the four gardens where COGS is not 
currently charged for the water use. That 
is unlikely to continue much longer. The 
benefit of that ‘free’ water is distributed 
across all gardeners by keeping plot fees 
down by an estimated $0.70 per square 
metre.
There are also likely to be significant 
calls on COGS finances resulting from 

its aging infrastructure and investment 
requirements arising from its new 
licence in the coming years. 
The 2020-21 budget is intended to place 
COGS in a financial position to meet 
these challenges.”

Postponed Annual General 
Meeting (AGM) — New date
The COGS Executive Committee 
has agreed that with the easing of 
COVID-19 restrictions in the ACT, 
it is time to set a date and time 
to hold the postponed AGM (30 
March 2020). Given the uncertainty 
regarding the use of indoor facilities, 
the Executive Committee has opted 
to hold the AGM outdoors at the 
Kambah community garden on 
Sunday 23 August, 2–3pm. Meeting 
papers including proxy vote and 
nomination forms for Office Holders 
and Committee positions will be 
available to be downloaded from the 
COGS website.

Nomination forms need to be signed 
by two financial COGS members and 
returned to the Hon Secretary by COB 
Wednesday 19 August 2020. This 
can be completed by downloading a 
nomination form from the website, 
completing the required information, 
scanning the form into your computer 
and emailing back to the Hon Secretary 
secretary@cogs.asn.au. Alternatively 
forms can be mailed to the COGS 
Mailbox: PO BOX 347, DICKSON 
ACT 2602. 
The future of COGS depends on 
volunteers drawn from our member-
ship who are willing to share their 
skills, interests and passions that will 
drive future improvements to our 
organisation and organic gardening 
community. We are especially keen 
to hear from people with skills and 
interest in the finance area, IT and 
the development and promotion of 
COGS organic gardening education 
capabilities. 
Please feel free to contact myself, or 
any other committee member, for 
further information about the work of 
the COGS Executive Committee.
—Peter Weddell, President  
president@cogs.asn.au 

Meyer lemons
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Canberra Organic Growers Society 
Executive Committee 2019–2020 
President Peter Weddell — president@cogs.asn.au

Vice president Vacant — vicepresident@cogs.asn.au

Secretary  Julie Gorrell — secretary@cogs.asn.au

Treasurer Andy Hrast — treasurer@cogs.asn.au

Membership secretary Bev McConnell — members@cogs.asn.au

Magazine editor Rebecca Travers — editor@cogs.asn.au

Gardens coordinator  Joanne McMillan — gardens@cogs.asn.au

Information officer  Patricia Georgee

General members Narelle McLean  
 Michelle Barson 
 Terry Williams  

Community gardens
COGS operates 12 community gardens in the Canberra region, with the support of 
the ACT Government. The convenors and contact email addresses are listed below.

Betty Cornhill Minh Chu — cornhill_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Charnwood Teresa Rose — charnwood_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Cook Peter Weddell — cook_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Crace Peter Newbigin — crace_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Dickson Fiona Hemmings — dickson_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Erindale erindale_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Holder David Rice — holder_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Kaleen Joanne Widdup — kaleen_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Kambah Shirley Bolton — kambah_convenor@cogs.asn.au 

Mitchell Max Williams & Narelle McLean —  
 mitchell_convenor@cogs.asn.au

Oaks Estate Jinglong Chen & Karen James —  
 oaks_estate_convenor@cogs.asn.au

O’Connor Bev McConnell — oconnor_convenor@cogs.asn.au
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To assist in slowing the spread of 
COVID-19 in the community, we 

must do everything possible to protect our 
gardeners and their families. 
To ensure our gardens can remain open 
and we provide a safe environment for 
everyone, all gardeners attending a COGS 
community garden MUST:
• wear gloves or use hand sanitiser before 

opening and closing gates, shed locks 
and operating taps

• observe “physical distancing” with each 
other (at least 1.5 metres from your plot 
neighbour) and minimise contact with 
other gardeners 

• wear gloves when using communal 
tools, and consider bringing your own 
tools

• not have more than two members of 
a household visit a plot, and

• not bring visitors to the garden.

Please DO NOT enter the garden if:
• you have been in contact with a 

confirmed case of COVID-19
• you have been ordered to self-isolate, 

or
• you are unwell and showing 

symptoms consistent with 
COVID-19.

No visitors or other unauthorised 
people are allowed enter the garden at 
the present time.

COGS community gardens and COVID-19

mailto:info@cogs.asn.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
charnwood_convenor@cogs.asn.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
mailto:dickson_convenor@cogs.asn.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
mailto:mitchelli@grapevine.com.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
maarten@biologicagfood.com.au
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We welcome your input!
Please send any comments, articles, photos, news items, event

information or recipes to Email: editor@cogs.asn.au
Post: PO Box 347 Dickson ACT 2602

Canberra Organic Spring 2020

Spring is finally here. It’s that time of year when we 
wake to crisp frosts and blankets of fog that give way 

to beautiful sunny days with blue skies. It also brings 
beautiful sunsets, a promise of a new growing season and 
endless possibilities.
Whilst COVID-19 continues to come with some 
restrictions, there are no limits to our options when it 
comes to the garden. I personally will be focusing on 
my balcony garden this spring, with the aim of having a 
variety of fresh herbs at my fingertips for cooking. I look 
forward to hearing about what you have been planting 
when we meet for the postponed Annual General Meeting 
on 23 August 2020.
I was excited to receive articles from lots of new contributors 
for this edition. This includes Lisa Qin detailing how 
organic community gardening has changed her life, Susan 
discussing the wonderful sense of community at Oaks 
Estate and Penny Pardoe-Matthews outlining her journey 
to establish her productive home garden. 
We also have a wonderful interview with Susan Parsons, 
writer of the Kitchen Garden column for Canberra's Food 
and Wine magazine and an article from Gerry Gillespie, 
author of The Waste Between Our Ears.
As always, I welcome your contributions to the summer 
2020 edition of the COGS magazine. Canberra Organic 
wouldn’t exist without your wonderful articles, stories 
and photos and the help of those behind the scenes who 
assist me with putting each edition together, including 
those who proofread and assist with distribution (both 
electronic and print copies).
On that note, I would like to thank Richard Horobin who 
has assisted with the electronic distribution of Canberra 
Organic and member emails for a number of years. 
Richard has decided to pass on the responsibility and I 

would like to acknowledge the work he has done to assist 
with the magazine. It has been very much appreciated.
As we head into the warmer weather, I hope we can all 
enjoy more time outside and all that spring has to offer in 
our nation’s capital.
—Rebecca Travers  (article and photo)

Sunset at Yerrabi Pond
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After a late gardening start in 
spring 2019 (due to a hip 

replacement), produce from my 
plot at the Charnwood community 
garden has been going gangbusters 
since early March 2020. I have 
enjoyed a bountiful harvest of 
potatoes, tomatoes, corn, pumpkin 
and apples to name a few.
Having anticipated I would be 
out of action for some of spring, I 
planted my ‘seed’ potatoes in early 
winter, following a higgledy-piggledy 
rotational bed system, a few of which 
were wiped out by late frosts. I find 
there are always potatoes that slip 
past my grubbing tool, so they pop 
up all over the place. Ending up with 
more potato plants than initially 
planned, I managed to dig up 8–10 
buckets of potatoes. 
In the past when I have had an excess 
of potatoes, I partially fry chips and 
store bundles in the freezer. Thawing 
and finishing them off in the deep 
fryer results in quick and easy 
hot chips — always assuming one 
remembers to get them out of the 
freezer in time. At the suggestion of 
a chef in Dresden back in 2012, I also 
often scatter dried marjoram leaves 
over sliced potatoes in a frying pan. 
Although, unlike him, I also often 
add chopped onions and garlic.
My purchased tomato plants in the 
home garden didn’t produce any ripe 
tomatoes until late January. This kept 
us in tomatoes for six weeks until the 
medley of seedlings I had raised from 
seed began fruiting and then we were 
awash with tomatoes. A few years 
ago, I bought a ‘Grosse Lisse’ plant 
at the local nursery which turned 
out to be some unknown variety 
— certainly not a ‘Grosse Lisse’. 
The bright red tomatoes are 3cm 
diameter globes and are very prolific. 
Does anyone know what they are? 
I had saved seeds from the original 
plant and they have produced more 
of the same tomatoes — so not a 
hybrid plant, thankfully.

My first seeds sown directly into 
the ground were sweet corn. The 
upper reaches of the corn stalks 
were shredded by the first January 
hailstorm, but the cobs were 
undamaged and good to eat. When 
my corn seedlings are 15–20cm tall, 
I often sow another dozen seeds 
somewhere else. Last year these 
didn’t make it to maturity before the 
cold weather set in, but this year they 
went in a little earlier and we (and 
our chooks) enjoyed the results.
I had absolutely no success with my 
first two sowings and transplanting 
of root veg, beans, pumpkins and 
zucchini. Initially I thought the 
culprits were earwigs and/or slaters 
but it ended up being the birds 
— especially eastern rosellas. The 
pumpkin haul resulted in seven 
mature ‘Australian Butter’ and six 
‘Butternut’. More than enough to last 
us the year. The netted root vegetables 
(carrots, beetroot, kohlrabi, turnip) 
thrived. I grow lot of carrots, as they 
are a year-round crop and we are 
fond of a blend of carrot, apple and 
beetroot juice with a little ginger 
thrown in.
In early February 2020, I sowed a 
whole packet of onion seeds in a 

shallow plastic nursery tray. Lots of 
seeds germinated and a few began 
yellowing at the tips, so I decided 
that it was time to transplant them 
to their permanent spot — this year’s 
pumpkin bed. I thought there were 
between 60–80 onion seedlings. 
How wrong I was! I eventually 
transplanted 300 seedlings. Even if 
only a third of them survive it still 
means a lot of onions by the end of 
the year. 
I also sowed a small handful of broad 
bean seeds acquired when Canberra 
Seed Savers gave a demonstration at 
Charnwood. An hour later, I decided 
to sow in another bed a further 
crop of broad bean seeds from a 
commercial packet and it was at 
that point I realised that the first lot 
of were snow peas. I was too tired 
to dig up the erroneous bean seeds 
and re-sow them against a trellis, so 
I ended up with a tangle of snow pea 
foliage — it will be interesting to see 
how they grow without a trellis. 
Four or five years ago, I planted some 
grapevine cuttings along one edge of 
my plot. This year I was excited to 
see I had grapes. Being a newbie to 
grapevines I’m not sure if the vines 
had achieved a suitable maturity but I 

My summer at Charnwood community garden

Beautiful flowers at the side of Gita’s Charnwood plot
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noticed a significant number of baby 
bunches early in the year. We netted 
the vines, which saved them from 
the hailstorm and by late February 
the grapes were ripe. The following 
week I took a bucket to the garden. 
The grapes were so well hidden that 
we picked a total of eight buckets — 
most of which we juiced and bottled.
Along the southern side of my plot I 
have eight fruit trees. Until recently, I 
also had a Nashi pear in the general 
orchard from which I picked three 
buckets of tiny pears. My husband 
and I quartered, cored, peeled, 
bottled and processed the pears in 
my Fowlers Vacola preserving kit and 
now have enough pears to last us a 
couple of years.
As well as the unexpected grape haul, 
I had a McIntosh apple bonanza. The 
tree predates me at the Charnwood 
garden by a couple of years (I’ve had 
a plot since September 2005, which 
back then consisted of a jungle of 
weeds and stones). Until this year the 
maximum annual harvest from that 
tree was 4 dozen apples. This year 
we picked eleven buckets of apples 
that were unblemished or mildly 

blemished. The badly blemished 
apples went into our home garbage 
bin making it weigh a tonne. 
Fortunately there were no complaints 
from the garbage man — possibly 
because at the end of each year I give 
them a jar of my honey. Most of the 
apples were juiced and bottled, some 
given away, and the rest went in the 
crisper for eating and cooking. 
Whilst the grapes and McIntosh 
apples exceeded expectations, my 
berries had a poor season. In previous 
years my yield has been four buckets 
of blueberries, but this year only 
two. The currants and gooseberries 
(the latter still very young bushes) 
didn’t even flower. The raspberries 
didn’t produce enough to freeze or 
make jam with, and the strawberries 
were not as prolific as usual. I often 
mix the strawberries with thawed 
blueberries and marinate them in 
orange juice (often with a slurp of 
Triple Sec) for a couple of hours — it 
makes a delicious dessert.
What else grows in my plot? I tend 
to let many plants run to seed at the 
end of winter, as the small flowers 
attract bees and beneficial insects 

Seeds and seedlings netted on Gita’s Charnwood plot

to the plants in spring. This year 
there were more ladybird beetles 
and hoverflies than I had ever seen 
before. I also leave the plants in as 
long as possible in the hope of some 
self-seeding. Most years the odd 
silver beet, parsnip, fennel, lettuce, 
etc. pops up. The cosmos, zinnias, 
marigolds, feverfew, heartsease, 
borage and calendulas also self-seed. 
The feverfew, heartsease, borage and 
calendulas at my plot are the progeny 
of plants my youngest son planted in 
my home garden in his mid-teens — 
he’s now 52.
Do I sound like a knowledgeable 
and successful gardener? Don’t you 
believe it. Mostly hit-and-miss and 
a bit of luck. Each year’s harvest is 
never identical to the previous year. 
Edible gardening is definitely not 
boring. And currently I’m a happy 
little vegemite because my plot was 
organised and ready for winter, 
which meant I could enjoy relaxing 
hours in the rocker with a book and 
soaking up the warmth of the winter 
sun at a north-facing full window. 
—Gita (article and photos)
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Since 2015, Gwen Bates has 
been gardening at the Mitchell 

community garden. She spent a short 
time as Convenor, before pursuing her 
love of flower gardening. 
Her interests have mainly been in the 
flower and fruit tree areas of the garden 
and she has established many flower 
beds and resurrected the old, tired fruit 
tree orchard. All of which now look 
fantastic.
Gwen has also helped create a flower 
and native tree garden around the 
shed to provide food for the bees and 
the many beautiful birds that visit our 
garden. 
Two years ago, Gwen gave up her own 
veggie gardening and decided to help 
create a Donation Garden to provide 
vegetables for the Communities@Work 
pantry in Gungahlin.
Within a short time, she was delivering 
tub loads of veggies to the pantry 
on a weekly basis. Gwen was being 
rewarded with the gratitude of the 
volunteer workers, who told her that 
their customers really appreciated the 
fresh veggies — especially the greens 
and tomatoes.
This year Brett, one of our garden 
friends, raised the height of the 
Donation Garden beds to provide 
easier gardening for Gwen and some of 
our visiting gardeners.
Qiwen Lin, who has been a gardener at 
Mitchell for years, helps Gwen in the 
Donation Garden with the planting 
decisions and watering. Together they 
are proving a very productive team.
While COVID-19 has prevented us 
donating veggies during the restriction 
period, it has given Gwen and Qiwen 
time to establish the winter crops. 
Looking to the future, Gwen plans 
to add a new section to the Donation 
Garden to provide a special space 
for visitors, including people with 
disability or school students, to enjoy 
an hour or two at our beautiful garden. 
—Narelle McLean 
(article and photos)

Mitchell community garden

Gwen working in the garden beds at Mitchell
Gwen and Qiwen Lin tending to the garden beds
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Despite the challenges of the COVID-19 
lockdown, including empty shelves in the 

seed and seedling sections of our local hardware 
store, the Cook garden is thriving. Excellent 
quality bok choy, broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, 
kale, parsley, silver beet and spring onions are 
currently being harvested. 
Our very experienced and well-organised 
gardeners had already grown seedlings for their 
winter crops. The rest of us managed by sharing 
self-sown seedlings, trying new varieties from 
the few that briefly appeared in nurseries or 
ordering quick growing ones from the very small 
selection of seeds still available online. Thanks 
to Janet who had a large patch of self-sown silver 
beet, we were well supplied with this. 
One new plant we tried is ‘Tokyo bekana’, 
described as a Japanese mini Chinese cabbage 
which can be harvested as a baby leaf or mini 
cabbage. A ‘cut and come again’ vegetable 
for planting between August and April, it is 
described as ready for picking baby leaves after 
21 days and reaching full size in 45 days. 
Seeds purchased online were planted in April 
and transplanted in mid-May (inserted between 
the garlic) producing full sized plants ready for 
harvest in mid-July. Mild tasting, the leaves can 
be crisped in water and added to salads or used 
in a stir fry. 
We are looking forward to good spring harvests 
— weather and wildlife permitting — of 
artichokes, asparagus, broad beans, garlic and 
peas.
On 5 July 2020, the garden held its first working 
bee since the lockdown and we can report a 
record turnout. The gang tackled the much-
needed weeding of the orchard and BBQ areas, 
plus general mulching where needed. 
—Michele (article and photos)

Cook community garden

(above) Mario’s purple Sicilian cauliflower 
(below right) Michele’s broccoli
(below left) Tokyo bekana
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After a couple of increasingly gruelling 
summers filled with searing heat and 

widespread fires, as well as ageing knees 
and backs, and the lure of easier/cheaper 
pickings from the organic veggie growers at 
the farmers markets, my partner and I were 
seriously contemplating giving up on our 
efforts to keep growing and were thinking 
we would not be renewing our memberships 
this year. 
Come the autumn relief, the advent of 
winter and finding ourselves in the depths 
of lockdown, we came once again to 
remember, and be forever grateful for what 
we receive from the garden. 
That place… to be down on one knee 
connected to the earth, hands in the soil 
caring and tending new growth. Reminded 
that everything has its season and being 
aware of the need to rest and replenish 
before harvesting again. Where warm rays 
of winter sun at once touch your skin and 
coax tiny seedlings to unfurl their bright 
new leaves, kissing away the cold gloom of 
social isolation and filling one’s heart with 
an unspeakable joy. 
The place where the temptation of instant 
gratification steps aside to enable the 
bounteous reward that will surely come 
in the fullness of time, with a little effort 
and patience. Where the mind becomes 
somehow stilled enough to more easily see 
what to cultivate, what to weed out and what 
will bear the most fruit in one’s life. Where 
one feel’s in one’s soul beyond doubt… I am 
a gardener.
— Vedanta Nicholson (article and photos)

The season of reason to renew

(above) Green manure and seedlings, with fallow beds, broccoli crop and 
artichokes behind
(below right) Early days for the broad bean crop
(below left) Sun-kissed new growth of fennel and garlic crop
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We have lots of new gardeners 
and a full house at Oaks Estate, 

which is great news. The 'newbies' 
have all been keen to get going on 
turning once vacant weed-invaded 
plots into productive (or soon to be) 
vegetable and herb sources.
As a fairly new plot holder at Oaks 
Estate, I am happy to say that we 
are a friendly and supportive family 
of gardeners and I never feel unable 
to ask questions if I need to — and 
believe me I am no great font of 
knowledge when it comes to vegie 
gardening.
My philosophy is give it a go and 
enjoy the journey. My summer and 
autumn harvest included snow peas, 
beans, potatoes, radish, beetroot, 
yellow squash, spinach, silver beet, 
basil, nasturtium, rocket, mixed 
lettuce, Asian greens, strawberries 
and rhubarb. I still have rhubarb, 
Asian greens, silver beet and garlic 
in the garden and some herbs, rocket 
and radish in my little green house. 
Very pleasing and super delicious.

Oaks Estate community garden

The produce found its way to our 
family table and was shared with 
extended family and friends. None 
was wasted as jams, preserves and 
relishes are always part of my pantry.
Now we are in July, I have some well-
rotted compost from my tumbler and 
some chook house manure from my 
good mate Garry and his 'girls' to 

dig in along with some leaf matter, 
courtesy of the street verge outside 
my home in Griffith. Once dug in I 
will top with a layer of pea straw and 
hope for a well-nourished soil ready 
for spring plantings.
—Susan (article) and  
Rebecca Travers (photos)

Oaks Estate garden in the beautiful autumn sunshine
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During winter, a few Charnwood 
gardeners were interviewed by 

either local ABC TV or ABC radio 
for the promotion of community 
activities as the COVID-19 pandemic 
restrictions eased in the ACT. 
Richard Trevanion, Jo McMillan, 
Bill McDevitt, and Teresa Rose were 
involved. Here are their stories:

The Heritage Butter Bean Seed 
Richard Trevanion and local ABC TV 
“I was recently invited by Canberra 
Seed Savers to contribute a story on 
ABC TV Sunday News, in which 
they were featured. I recalled how 
my family, mostly my late father, 
kept a variety of climbing butter 
beans productive since the 1970’s. 
This variety of bean had pretty much 
disappeared commercially, but we 
were fortunate to save a stock of 
seeds every year for the next season. 
The climbing butter beans have 
heavy crops of tender and tasty beans 
and are well worth growing.”

A virtual tour of the Charnwood 
community garden
Teresa Rose and ABC radio host 
Adrienne Francis
“In my mind as I step through the 
front gate, I talk to Adrienne about 
the garden plots on either side, the 
gardeners who tend them and what 
is produced. We discuss the range 
of gardening methods and types of 
manure used, e.g. pigeon poo, and the 
health benefits of eating organically. 
Other reasons why people might join 
such a garden community were also 
raised, e.g. the social and calming 
aspects of community gardening. 
A diversity of gardeners such as we 
have at this garden bring different 
knowledge, skills, experiences, 
personalities and interests specific 
to gardening organically. This 
knowledge is valuable and shared 
freely among the 31 plot holders. We 
encourage others to grow organically 
for healthy living.”

Media stars
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COVID-19 sparks upsurge of interest in organic 
gardening 
Jo McMillan and ABC radio host Adrienne Francis 
“The COVID-19 pandemic restrictions have shown 
a growing interest in community gardening across 
Canberra. There has been a noticeable increase in 
waitlist additions. COGS community gardens can usually 
accommodate new gardeners within 6–12 months with 
the usual ebb and flow of supply and demand. However, 
the waitlist for some gardens like Kambah, O’Connor, 
Dickson and Crace have longer wait times. This is because 
they have become quite popular. Garden committees are 
looking at measures to address this increase in demand 
by creating new plots and downsizing some of the larger 
holdings, but this is not a fast process. There are also new 
independent groups in Canberra proposing to establish 
community gardens. COGS is providing them with 
advice.”

Multiple benefits for the pigeon racer 
Bill McDevitt with ABC radio host Adrienne Francis and 
local ABC TV 
“I have been flying pigeons for 27 years. My birds will fly 
a race program this year which starts at Boorowa (100 km 
away) and finishes at Miles in Queensland (1000 km 
away). As many gardeners will know, using hot manure 
requires caution. I use it to form a cover over my compost 
bins as it heats the green compost below for quicker break 
down of garden waste. The feathers may not look great 
but are full of calcium and will break down once dug into 
the soil. I also use it to cover an area of my plot when it 
is not in use to stop weeds from growing. I do not seem 
to have enough for other gardeners in our Charnwood 
community garden but share it around as much as 
possible. If you do not use pigeon manure, try it — and 
try and locate a pigeon flyer near you as he/she will be 
only too happy to give you some.”

The use of pigeon poo in organic gardening 
Teresa Rose and local ABCTV (Photo by Kerry Hargrave) 
“Pigeon manure has the highest content of nitrogen, 
phosphoric acid and potash compared to chicken, cow, 
horse, sheep, and pig manure. When dried, it has five 
times the percentage of nutrients than when it is fresh. 
It is an amazing manure. But, like all hot manures, it 
needs to be well composted before use. It is, therefore, a 
good addition to the compost bin to start the composting 
process of other vegetable scraps and manures. Bill has 
also distributed his pigeon manure on a fallow plot. Half 
the plot is grey-white where the manure has only been 
laid out for about a week. The white part of the manure 
is uric acid (guano) and the darker part is the faeces. The 
other half of the plot is dark where the uric acid and faeces 
have composted down. Bill will dig the pigeon manure in 
at the end of winter ready for spring planting.”

—Ange McNeilly (article) and Teresa Rose, ABC TV, 
Glenda McDevitt (photos)
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I grew up in Canberra and after 
university left to explore the 

bigger and brighter lights of Sydney, 
Melbourne, Boston and Beijing. 
More than a decade later, married 
and wanting a slower pace of life, I 
moved back to the nation’s capital 
with my husband James this year. 
I have always loved nature and 
envisioned myself wearing a big 
sun hat planting seeds in a garden. 
Unfortunately, our townhouse in 
Lawson didn’t have enough space for 
that, so I was pleased to find there 
was a COGS garden nearby. A plot 
became available in April, and since 
then James and I have delighted in 
beginning our gardening journey. 

These are 10 ways my life has 
changed since then: 
1. I have a new-found appreciation 

for so many things: rain; the 
seasons and the magic of the life 
cycle; farmers; agriculture — the 
miracle of sunlight, dirt and 
water to grow such huge fennel, 
pumpkins, rhubarbs — and also 
weeds! How on earth do their 
roots get so deep? 

2. Noticing weeds everywhere and 
newfound propensity to get rid 
of them. 

3. Talking and singing to little 
seedlings. Getting to practice a 
sense of play and fun. 

4. A sore lower back.
5. Enjoying a growing number of 

gardening puns and deliberately 
planting garden metaphors into 
conversation topics.

6. Delight in recognising more 
plants/fruits and vegetables.

7. No longer experiencing an 
aversion to worms, dirt, shovels, 
hoes and pruning — which has 
been fortunate, given the ‘can of 
worms’ this hobby has opened! 
This includes a surprising desire 
to watch Gardening Australia, 

read books on gardening and 
follow #gardening on Instagram, 
plus endless information to 
explore on gardening-related 
topics: organic gardening, 
what to plant for each season, 
composting, zero waste 
minimalist lifestyle, vegan 
cooking, DIY everything. 

8. Respect for the shared know-
ledge and generosity of my 
gardening community, especially 
during our working bees.

9. Learning how to cook and use 
and regrow every part of the 
fruit and vegetable — let no 
celery stem go to waste again! 

10. Realising through weeding the 
plot and starting to plant that 
I need to clear space for new 
growth. Letting go of control 

means things can totally bloom 
in miraculous ways.

In fact, beginning to garden organ-
ically has led to a growing awareness 
of the balance between control and 
letting go of expectations. Although 
I can make a good plot bed for seeds 
and seedlings and regularly tend to 
and water them, everything else is 
out of my control. 
There are no expectations for how 
long things should take to grow, how 
they should look, and how much 
work I should be doing on my plot. 
Since how we do one thing is how 
we do everything, this new mindset 
has translated well to day-to-day life. 
It has definitely helped me enjoy the 
slower pace of Canberra life! 
—Lisa Qin (article and photo)

Ten ways organic community gardening has  
changed my life — a beginner’s journey
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If you were lucky enough to have vines 
survive the recent harsh summer, then 

chances are pumpkin soup has been on 
your winter menu. Pumpkin can store 
for months in a dry dark area, such as 
a cupboard or if, like me, you’re short 
on cupboard space, vertically in milk 
crates next to the bed! Not only does this 
save the sweet orange flesh to be enjoyed 
throughout the cooler months, but also 
stores the seeds too. 
It is an easy process to save pumpkin seeds 
when you’re cutting up one for a recipe. 
Simply scoop out the seeds into a bowl or 
jar, and cover with water. Leave uncovered 
in an obvious spot for around a couple of 
days to a week before rinsing and draining. 
Allowing the seeds to ferment a little works 
to help remove excess flesh from the seeds 
and can kill off any pests or pathogens 
clinging to the seed. Once clean, dry the 
seeds fully on a tray, sieve, or clean tea 
towel before storing. 
Pumpkin seeds can remain viable for 
3–10 years if kept in a dry place with 
even temperature. Don’t forget to label 
your seeds too. Keeping track of the year, 
variety, and origin of your seeds is easier 
done when saving the seed — rather than 
trying to remember years later. 
As with all vegetables, it’s best that you 
save seed from open-pollinated, non-
hybrid seed — also called ‘heritage’ or 
‘traditional variety’ pumpkins or an F2 
variety. Hybrid seed (also called F1) won’t 
reliably reproduce the same characteristics 
in following generations. This is true for all 
vegetables.
Pumpkin varieties do cross readily, so if 
you’ve got two varieties growing in close 
proximity, it’s recommended to hand 
pollinate fresh female flowers before they 
open, and then seal with masking tape or 
a peg, to guarantee they are true to type. 
Alternatively, if you have the space, you 
can isolate varieties 400m apart. Although 
hand pollination, or plant isolation sounds 
like a bit of a hassle, it makes a lot of sense 
to save your own pumpkin seed to ensure 
you enjoy your favourite varieties for many 
years into the future.
—Thea O’Loughlin (article and photos), 
Canberra Seed Savers Cooperative

Saving seed from summer’s bounty

Two different butternut pumpkin varieties. A large, crookneck, butternut type 
called Bungowannah Butternut, and a smaller, straighter variety, called Waltham 
Butternut. Both are known for their sweet, buttery flesh and relatively thin skin.

Cleaned pumpkin seeds drying on tea towel.  
Once dry, these can be stored for up to ten years for growing.
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Among elements of the international 
food movement, there have been 

many ‘hands-on’ groups established to 
support and enable food production 
in a move back to a biological, if not 
organic, base. Participants see the quality 
of what we eat as the principal criterion 
for the future of food — rather than the 
production costs, market capture and 
profit model currently in broad use.
Inherent in this wish is the need for 
an increase in soil quality, biological 
diversity and nutrient availability. 
These three necessities are the basis of 
the motto of soil associations around 
the world of “Healthy Soils, Healthy 
Food, Healthy People”.
The food movement for many years 
has concentrated its efforts on lifting 
community awareness of the need to 
demand better nutritional qualities in 
food through using less chemicals in 
agriculture, weed management and 
food processing.
It has also recognised the need to 
return organic waste to soils as 
quality compost or biostimulant foliar 
fertilizers to improve soil quality, 
diversity and nutrient availability. The 
source-separation of clean organic 
waste for ultimate application to soil as 
quality composted or liquid product is 
surely the key to the front end of the 
food movement.

Providing the ‘Why’
Participants need to know why 
they are recycling. Engagement and 
understanding the ‘why’ are keys to 
success. The collection of organic waste 

for use as product for soils provides the 
perfect ‘why’ to the householder.
Many recycling programs have been 
implemented without direct thought to 
providing the right tools, information 
and motivation to those doing the 
source-separation and recycling. 
The City to Soil program found that 
the provision of tools, information 
and motivation are the principal 
requirements for quality outcomes. 
But they need to be supported on an 
on-going basis.
Many inert material recycling pro-
grams, driven in part by regulation and 
in part by guilt, operate on the edge 
of resentment, especially if the person 
doing the source-separation does not 
understand the long-term objective. 
Negativity can often lead to poorer 
quality recycling.
However, when householders are 
excited and involved in the collections 
program and they feel both they and 
their community are gaining from 
source-separation, good results are 
inevitable. Organic waste collections 
for City to Soil have concentrated 
on reminding participants of the 
importance of collecting the material 
clean so it can be used in soils to 
grow food — so it must contain no 
contaminants such as glass, plastic or 
metal.
With this understanding, contam-
ination levels have never risen above 

half of one percent. Such success shows 
an understanding and commitment by 
households to the objective of clean 
source-separated organic waste for use 
in soils to grow food. Success, however, 
means a change in direction for the 
waste industry, and attempts to expand 
on the City to Soil project and similar 
programs have often been stifled or 
destroyed by self-interest. 
The same process of collecting clean 
source-separated product to make 
quality compost, directly on farm, 
has been used successfully for public 
events under the name “Recycling with 
a focus on food” (gerrygillespie.net). 

Local assets – Local benefits
The management of waste is very 
expensive for any community, yet 
a very high percentage of the waste 
stream, the organic ‘yuk’ factor, can be 
source-separated, turned into quality 
compost or biostimulants and returned 
to local soils — by either householders 
or the community — to grow quality 
food.
This materials reuse can create local 
industry, employment, and in the 
instance of organic waste, provide 
support for the production of local 
food. This change of direction will be 
very important in a post-COVID-19 
world, where keeping value and 
employment in the local community 
will be fundamental to a changing 
economy. 
Engagement with local communities 
brings with it, enormous social 
value and political power. Source-
separation of organic waste for use 
in soils highlights the importance of 
the food movement, the desire for 
quality food and the need for reduced 
contamination. Nowhere is this more 
strongly displayed than in community 
gardening.
It enables the local community to 
literally vote with its food.
Gerry Gillespie’s book The Waste 
Between Our Ears is available through 
publishers Acres USA. Later this year 
it will be also printed in Australia. 
More details, recipes and systems at 
gerrygillespie.net
—Gerry Gillespie (article and photos)

Joining the two ends of local food production

Author
 focus

Gerry Gillespie
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In autumn I had the pleasure of 
writing about Rebecca Travers and 

her role as Editor of Canberra Organic, 
your COGS quarterly magazine. 
Following publication of my column 
(Kitchen Garden, Food & Wine, 
The Canberra Times, 28 April 2020), 
Rebecca contacted me and asked if she 
could interview me for a piece in the 
spring 2020 edition. 
Rebecca asked how I got involved with 
writing the Kitchen Garden column. In 
1983 I was visiting Woollahra Library 
in Sydney with my children when a 
younger man had a quiet chat about the 
newspaper I was reading and he asked 
what I did  — “nothing, I’m a mother,” 
I replied. “You should write,” he said, 
“everyone should write, what do you 
know most about?” I had read every 
gardening book in Kingston Library so, 
upon return to Canberra, I sent a letter 
to the then Editor of The Canberra 
Times, Ian Mathews, and suggested 
I could write a Sunday Gardener 
column. He said to send him one, and 
after seeing it told me they would take 
me on for three months. That was 37 
years ago and, since then, I have been a 
weekly contributor to the paper.
As I came to Canberra as a Judge’s 
Associate in 1967, my botanical 
interests have not included any 
qualifications, no Diploma in Horti-
culture, yet hands-on gardening can 
give amateurs a reasonable degree 
of expertise. My earliest knowledge 
was about the shrubs which grow in 
Canberra and they were planted in my 
garden for the first 26 years. Botanical 
nomenclature was easily adopted. I 
was also experimenting in the kitchen 
with homegrown fruit jams, jellies 
and marmalades, and so the Kitchen 
Garden theme developed.
Rebecca said, based on my experience, 
what advice could I offer to COGS 
gardeners about growing in Canberra. 
The answer is nothing. I have been 
visiting COGS gardeners in their plots 
for at least 25 years (Betty Cornhill, 
in the Curtin garden now named 
after her, was one of my first Kitchen 
Garden COGS subjects) and the level 

Susan Parsons —writer of the Kitchen Garden 
column for Canberra's Food and Wine magazine

of expertise is outstanding. The longest 
serving plot holders at each COGS 
garden know far more than I do. Good 
tools are essential — if well cared for, 
best quality secateurs and small spades 
last a lifetime.
Rebecca asked if I have my own garden. 
For the past 24 years it has been a very 
large courtyard with a large number of 
trees, so I have adopted the practice of 
growing vegetables in pots. This has 
been fun and successful. I use premium 
potting mix, add homemade compost 
(a particular passion), coarse river 
sand and commercially bagged cow 
manure, and move the pots according 
to sun or shelter needs.
Crops have included potatoes, 
zucchini, always tomatoes and basil, 
broad beans, lettuces, cumquat and 
dwarf lemon trees. Baby pumpkins, 
garlic, snow peas and beans are usually 
grown in the ground as are most herbs 
— masses of rosemary and lavender, 
oregano and fennel, but French 
tarragon, bay tree, alpine strawberries 
and mint are grown in pots. Rhubarb is 
about to move from pot to plot.
I have a large cherry tree and share the 
top branches with the birds, ditto for 
the muscatel grapevine which winds 
around the carport and crops heavily, 
while my parsley has upside down wire 

hanging basket covers to protect the 
plants from ever present possums. The 
newish raised wicking beds are brilliant 
but the best spots at my place are taken 
up with a fishpond trough and the 
citrus and frost sensitive ornamentals. 
Plant catalogues never fail to interest 
me as I am quite successful at raising 
plants from seed. I enjoy weeding, 
watering using a handheld hose so I can 
check each plant for its state of vigour, 
and visiting local garden nurseries is a 
frequent exercise though I often just 
browse and buy little. No true gardener 
likes minimalist designs because we 
want to experiment with everything, 
and that creates a hotchpotch. 
Edible gardening is rewarding, 
frustrating and can be disappointing 
but harvests are delicious. We older 
exponents are thrilled to see the ‘new 
breed’ of organic growers.
Through writing every article I learn 
something. To the amusement of many, 
I wrote one column about whether you 
were a kneeler, bender or squatter when 
you dig and plant. (I am a squatter).
Gardening is the best hobby, recreation, 
gym, friendship-making activity and 
creative outlet — participating is like 
being in a special club. 
—Susan Parsons (article and photo)

Author
 focus

Susan Parsons interacting with Anthea Hamilton's "Squash", Tate Britain, London
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In 2005 my partner Robyn and I 
decided to build an eco-house in 

which we could ‘age in place’. After 
much research we settled on knocking 
down our wonky ‘ex-govvy’ and 
building a solar-passive house on the 
same block.
By October 2007 we were in. While 
the building company understood 
our vision and fenced the front yard 
so all the existing shade plantings 
survived, we learnt that some of the 
older established plants planted by 
previous owners were now considered 
problematic. So, the backyard become 
a blank canvas, cleared of cotoneaster 
and privet. The new build went the 
length of the block for a northern 
aspect and gave us four distinct garden 
rooms to play with.
We watched the passage of the sun 
for the next 12 months, considered 
the height of fences and trees 
in neighbouring yards, and the 
knockdown-rebuild happening on our 
north side. We started sketching out 
our dream garden, with a goal to grow 
as much of our own vegetables as we 
could and with fruit trees wherever we 
could fit them in. 
Even though we shared the dream, I‘m 
the passionate gardener and one of my 
first projects was to put in a structure to 
espalier cherry, fig and apricot trees to 
give us shade in summer and beautiful 
winter sun along the northside 
windows. The apricot naturally grew 
into a T shape, the fig a vase and the 
cherry a candelabra. Unfortunately, in 
the summer of 2018 the cherry became 
infested with black aphids and the 
tree died before I could get the aphids 
under control. Interestingly no other 
plant in the garden was affected. A 
black mulberry now thrives where the 
cherry was.
Lots of experimentation happened 
over the next 5–6 years. I probably 
tried growing every single weird plant 
there is and eventually came back 
to the staples — the plants we knew 
we would eat or preserve or share. 
Pumpkins and tomatoes are favourites, 
and the warrigal greens and perennial 
leeks just keep on giving.

Three 1m x 1m (cold) compost bins 
help keep the garden beds topped 
up throughout the year. We have two 
adored West Highland Terriers. so 
to keep paws and pee away from the 
vegetables we put in around 32m² of 
raised veggie beds. Tiered planters 
hold the herbs and self-watering pots 
keep the blueberries, strawberries and 
raspberries away from fruit loving 
pooches! There is a citrus area with a 
lemon, lime, mandarin and orange. 
The orange tree is the most prolific of 
all our fruit trees and the oranges are 
bitter, so we make enough marmalade 
to last a whole year and to give some 
away.

One garden room is mainly natives 
but funnily enough the bay and the 
rosemary just happened to be planted 
in there at some point and are growing 
well. There is a dedicated bed for the 
asparagus, another for the horseradish 
(from a clipping brought over by a 
friend’s Polish grandparents many 
years ago) and another for the rhubarb. 
A pomegranate and a self-seeded 
cherry tree from the neighbours have 
gone into the front yard, as well as 
a triple graft plum and a triple graft 
apple.
Garden beds replaced all lawn, with 
mulch in between. Comfrey is used 
near one fence line to help keep the 
neighbour’s couch grass at bay and pots 
with ‘cat grass’ give the dogs something 
to munch on.
We even managed to squeeze in a 
decent sized greenhouse, so growing 
from seed is now more successful. 
While some plants have been from 
nurseries, a lot have been clippings 
from friends and neighbours.
The greatest challenge has been 
learning to stagger plantings. Attending 
CIT courses that just happen to be run 
by COGS members has helped greatly. 
My favourite plant is saffron, and my 
current challenge is to grow enough 
each autumn to supply us for most of 
the year.
—Penny Pardoe-Matthews  
(article and photos)

Establishing our Archer Street garden

Captions:
Image011.jpg  The ‘before’ of our home garden
Image012.jpg 
Image007.jpg 
Image013.jpg Finished garden beds along the fenceline

Our furry supervisor

Progress with the garden beds
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There are not too many places in 
this great country of ours where 

one can look up into clear blue skies, 
absorb the soulfully warming rays of 
the scintillating orange sun...

and feel absolutely frozen  
to the bone!

In addition to its short seasons, dry 
air and innately dense, clay soils, 
Canberra is also renowned for its 
brilliantly crisp, sunny winter days — 
conditions perfect for the growth and 
nurture of one of my fast-growing, 
favourite food plants, Jerusalem 
Artichokes (or Sunchokes — for the 
non-antipodean audience). 
Typically, the amorphous Jerusalem 
Artichoke tubers — North American 
natives of the daisy (Asteraceae) 
family — are planted in spring. 
After sowing, they rapidly forge 
their way through most soil types, 
including rich clay, to produce a 
monstrous bush (up to 3m tall) 
with vivid yellow flowers that stay in 
bloom throughout most of autumn. 
If harvested in a sustainable, take-
as-you-need fashion, the bountiful 
supply of creamy, brown tubers 
can be used in an array of winter-
warming food dishes from the end of 

the autumn flowering period, right 
through to the beginning of spring. 
I first stumbled across this curious 
looking comestible whilst living in the 
UK when, in an act of spicy confusion, 
I mistook the knobbled, farm-box 
delivered vegetable for ginger and 
threw it into that evenings' curry pot. 
Let's just say, it was a rather starchy 
experience!! Despite its notorious 
reputation for being a territorial and 
noxious weed in the garden and for 
having a rather “bubbly” after affect 
in the gastronomical department, 
Helianthus Tuberosus has many 
redeeming qualities. Last year, after 
making what at first seemed like 
a rookie error — I dumped some 
tubers, lifted from my old rental 
house, into the middle of my prime, 
solanum family growing patch — I 
soon came to appreciate the positive 
externalities of this much maligned, 
not-so-quiet achiever: 
Earthy parasol: owing to its naturally 
flamboyant nature, the giant-esque 
fronds provide plenty of afternoon 
shade for those more sensitive, 
summer plants such as lettuce, 
cucumbers and even eggplants. 
Bountiful biomass: at the end of 
the season, when the stems need to 
be cut down and the green matter 
has died back, the withered brown 
cellulose rich leaves add plenty of 
carbon to those hungry, inground 
worm towers or compost heaps. 

STEM play: whilst a little tough for 
the traditional anaerobic compost 
heap, the thick, hollow stems make a 
great open-ended play toy for up-and-
coming, creative scientists: bridges; 
swords; scaffolding for wig-wams; 
and jousting sticks, being the pick of 
the bunch for my energetic billy lids. 
Gutsy go-getter: if you can only 
stomach one reason for including 
this micronutrient rich vegetable on 
your planting favourites list, then 
the potential health benefits to your 
gastrointestinal tract should be it. If 
consumed in small doses (such as 
atop that homemade Sunday night 
pizza, or in that wholesome, school-
lunch tart) then the disreputable 
“fartichoke” side effects are somewhat 
reduced and those more intimate 
inhabitants of our large intestine 
are free to enjoy their salubrious, 
prebiotic fibre (inulin) feast. 
Still not convinced of this plant's sun 
loving superpowers?
I shall leave you then, with a quote 
from a blazing, North American 
political star (Helen Keller):

“Keep your face to the sun and you 
will never see the shadows”

In such uncertain times, we can all do 
with a little ray of sun-choked light 
flowering down on us. Keep smiling!! 
—Dianna Trudgian  
(article and photos)

Sun choked

The brightness of Jerusalem artichoke flowers

Jerusalem artichokes
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A quick online search of ‘climate 
of Australia’ provides the reader 

with the following words: “the climate 
is variable, with frequent droughts 
lasting several seasons.”1 This is of 
no surprise to COGS gardeners, who 
frequently battle the dry summer 
conditions that Canberra provides. 
However, the real question is, how 
can we balance the need for water to 
ensure our gardens thrive with the 
need for water conservation? Water 
is so essential to our growing, yet our 
Canberra climate is so dry.

Spring preparation
Spring is the perfect time to prepare 
your garden for the summer heat. In 
many of the COGS gardens the beds 
are either dug in the flat ground or 
are some sort of raised beds. Either 
way, the beginning of spring is the 
perfect time to prepare the beds by 
digging over the soil and adding 
approved manures and compost. 
At the end of this process the soil 
is quite aerated and allows water to 
freely penetrate down into the soil 
to the dug depth. Repeated watering 
will over a short time compact the 
soil and thus making the penetration 
of water more difficult.
If the garden soil has not been 
watered for some time it can become 
hydrophobic, meaning it repels 
water. In other words the water will 
not penetrate the surface and reach 
the roots of the plants. Personal 
experience has shown that even after 
watering a small garden for about 30 
minutes, the water only penetrates 
about 25mm. Check this out for 
yourselves after you finish watering 
on any given day. Scratch the watered 
surface and note the depth of water 
penetration. The roots of most plants 
are below this level, so it is almost a 
waste of time. The water needs to go 
down deeper.
If you find yourself in this situation, 
there are several possible options to 
improve water penetration:
• Use a water probe to water 

underground.

Staying hydrated this summer

• Use a bamboo stick and 
puncture the soil (away from 
roots) allowing water to 
penetrate the soil.

• Disturb the soil with a small 
hook or hoe and then water. This 
breaks up the hardened surface 
and gets water down into the 
root zone.

• Disturb the mulch if you use 
sugar cane or finer mulches, as 
they tend to form a barrier to 
water penetration over time.

• Simply use your finger or hand 
to dig down around plants — 
depending on how hard the soil 
becomes.

In well tilled soil water penetrates 
downward due to gravity and also 
laterally due to capillary action, so 
getting water below the surface into 
the soil helps get moisture into the 
root zone.

Plant wisely
Choosing plants and planting times 
for annual vegetables that are suited 
to our local climate and growing 
conditions is important. COGS has 
its own seasonal planting guides on 
the website, which help you to time 
plantings to correspond to favourable 
growing conditions (www.cogs.

asn.au/organic-gardening/seasonal-
guides). 
COGS also has plant specific growing 
guides on the website, which provide 
more detailed advice on a plant’s 
preferred growing conditions, 
such as soil conditions, planting 
and cultivating (www.cogs.asn.au/
organic-gardening/growing-guides). 
To minimise water use and at the 
same time maximise production, it is 
essential to match the varying plant 
water needs at the different stages of 
a plant’s growth cycle to the watering 
regime. Water is not free!
It is also valuable to chat to your 
fellow gardeners and learn from 
each other. Those who have been 
gardening for some time will have 
wonderful knowledge of what grows 
in Canberra and which plants are 
most drought resistant. 

Mulching
Mulching your plants is key to 
retaining moisture in your garden. 
Building up the organic material 
in your soil with compost and 
mulching plants to encourage water 
retention and reduce evaporation in 
hot weather is a real help to water 
conservation. As well as reducing 
evaporation and water run-off, mulch 
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will also provide vital nutrients to 
the soil and will help supress water-
thieving weeds.
It is often suggested to avoid fine 
mulches as they tend to clump and 
become water repellent. Instead, a 
coarser mulch will assist water to 
make its way down to the soil. 

Water at the ‘right time’
Watering the garden at the ‘right time’ 
is a simple but important thing to do. 
Watering in early morning or on an 
evening reduces water loss through 
evaporation. Watering the plant’s 
roots, not the leaves and watering in 
the coolest part of the day also helps 
to minimise evaporation. If you’re 
travelling to work, it’s easy to call in 
to your community garden on the 
way to work or on the way home to 
do the daily water which provides a 
nice start or end to your day.

Hoses
Did you know that one leaking tap 
can waste more than 2,000 litres a 
month?² Using good quality hose 
fittings — such as nozzles or trigger 
sprayers — makes all the difference 
as they are less likely to break and 
waste precious water. Regularly 
checking the washers on taps and 
the black rubber ‘O’ rings on tap 
connectors and hose nozzles also 

helps prevent water wastage, as does 
checking hoses for leaks.
Some of our gardens also have 
their own water rules that include 
disconnecting the hose from the tap 
when you finish using it. This way 
you know the tap is turned off, and 
you also prevent the hose filling with 
water. Temperature variations can 
cause expansion, which results in the 
breakage of fixtures and fittings. 

Know what the water rules are
As the climate varies, as do the 
water rules and restrictions for the 
ACT. Icon Water have mandatory 
Permanent Water Conservation 
Measures, which apply when 
temporary water restrictions are not 
in force. These mandatory measures 
are similar to Stage 1 temporary 
restrictions in other regions. More 
information can be found at www.
iconwater.com.au. 
COGS also has their own water rules 
and provide some great tips on water 
and watering methods for the best 
results. More information can be 
found at www.cogs.asn.au/organic-
gardening/water. It’s a great idea to 
familiarise yourself with the latest 
water rules and restrictions to ensure 
we are doing our best for water 
conservation in the ACT. 
This list is by no means exhaustive; 
there are lots of other great ideas 
out there too. As we head into the 
warmer months and start planning 
for the spring/summer growing 
season, it’s a great time to consider 
including some of these ideas in our 
preparation, so we are all doing are 
little bit for water conservation.
—John Myska and Rebecca Travers 
(article), Matt Mawson (photos)
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Climate_

of_Australia
2 https://www.homestolove.com.au/

water-saving-garden-tips-10383
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While it can be a bit ‘left field’ for 
some people, there is an increasing 
amount of evidence to suggest that 
our plants do respond to music. This 
wonderful article by Mary H. Dyer 
provides food for thought on the matter.  
—Ken Fraser

We’ve all heard that playing 
music for plants helps them 

grow faster. So, can music accelerate 
plant growth, or this just another 
urban legend? Can plants really hear 
sounds? Do they actually like music? 
Believe it or not, numerous studies 
have indicated that playing music 
for plants really does promote 
faster, healthier growth. In 1962, an 
Indian botanist conducted several 
experiments on music and plant 
growth. He found that certain 
plants grew an extra 20 per cent in 
height when exposed to music, with 
a considerably greater growth in 
biomass. He found similar results for 
agricultural crops, such as peanuts, 
rice and tobacco, when he played 
music through loudspeakers placed 
around the field. 
A Colorado greenhouse owner 
experimented with several types of 
plants and various genres of music. 
She determined that plants “listening” 
to rock music deteriorated quickly 
and died within a couple of weeks, 
while plants thrived when exposed 
to classical music. A researcher in 
Illinois was skeptical that plants 
respond positively to music, so he 
engaged in a few highly controlled 
greenhouse experiments. 
Surprisingly, he found that soy and 
corn plants exposed to music were 
thicker and greener with significantly 
larger yields. Researchers at a 
Canadian university discovered that 
harvest yields of wheat crops nearly 
doubled when exposed to high-
frequency vibrations. 

How does music affect plant 
growth? 
When it comes to understanding the 
effects of music on plant growth, it 

appears that it isn’t so much about 
the “sounds” of the music, but more 
to do with the vibrations created by 
the sound waves. In simple terms, the 
vibrations produce movement in the 
plant cells, which stimulates the plant 
to produce more nutrients. 
If plants don’t respond well to 
rock music, it isn’t because they 
“like” classical better. However, the 
vibrations produced by loud rock 
music create greater pressure that 
isn’t conducive to plant growth. 
Researchers at the University of 
California aren’t so quick to jump 

Playing music for plants 

The pipes were calling

The glorious skirl of the bagpipes resounded around the Kambah community garden 
on a recent Friday afternoon when piper-in-residence Ken Fraser treated fellow 
gardeners to stirring renditions of Caledonian favourites including The Skye Boat Song, 
Scots Wha Hae and Highland Cathedral. Some of the plants loved it too, especially the 
kale and cabbage, Scottish staples: they put on a spurt in the days following the recital. 
The English Spinach, on the other hand, took a bit of a knock. Ha-ha. 

—Ed McHighley (article and photo) 

to conclusions about the effects of 
music on plant growth. They say 
that so far there is no conclusive 
scientific evidence that playing music 
for plants helps them grow, and that 
more scientific tests are needed with 
rigorous control over factors such 
as light, water and soil composition. 
Interestingly, they suggest that plants 
exposed to music may thrive because 
they receive top-level care and special 
attention from their caretakers. Food 
for thought!
— Mary H. Dyer
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The likelihood of a La Niña in spring is around 50% —  
increasing the chance of above average rainfall

Dam levels in the Canberra region and capital cities

 % full % full 
 July '20 July '19
ACT storages 55 56
Murray-Darling Basin 44 31
Burrinjuck Dam  43 31
Blowering Dam 55 44
Sydney 80 52

 % full % full 
 July '20 July '19
Melbourne 64 50
Brisbane 65 67
Adelaide 50 46
Perth 41 41

The Bureau of Meteorology 
report released on 7 July 

2020 has upgraded its outlook 
to ‘La Niña Watch’ indicating 
the chance of a La Niña 
forming in 2020 is around 50% 
— roughly double the average 
likelihood.
The surface and sub-surface 
of the tropical Pacific Ocean 
have cooled over recent 
months. While the cooling 
trend has eased in the last 
two weeks, climate models 
indicate this stalling is likely 
to be temporary and further 
cooling during winter and 
spring is likely. Over half 
the international climate 
models anticipate this cooling 
will approach or exceed the 
threshold for La Niña during 
spring. Other indicators, such 
as the Southern Oscillation 
Index (SOI), trade winds, and 
cloudiness near the Date Line, 
are neutral.
However the BOM cautions 
that a ‘La Niña Watch’ is not a 
guarantee that a La Niña will 
occur. it is an indication that 
some of the typical precursors 
of an event are in place.
The other big driver of the 
weather in south east Australia 
is the Indian Ocean Dipole 
(IOD) which remains neutral; 
however half of the models 
used suggest the possibility 
of a negative IOD developing 
by early spring. Most models 
show a broad spread of likely 
scenarios between the neutral 
and negative IOD range. 
Both La Niña and negative 
IOD typically increase the 
chance of above average 
rainfall across much of 
Australia during spring. 
—Andy Hrast (article)

Rainy day over Kambah (photo by Matt Mawson)
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Global Worming
Bungendore Road, Tarago NSW 2580

Email: globalworming@mail.com
Mobile 0408 496 767

The pack also includes
juvenile worms and

worm capsules (eggs)

1000 worms (0.25 kg)

2000 worms (0.5 kg)

4000 worms (1.0 kg)

$30.00
$50.00
$90.00

Pack contains adult composting worms consisting
of three varieties; Red wriggler, Tiger and Indian blue

Worms will consume over half of their body weight
in a day

Worms produce a casting (vermicaste) that is rich
with nutrients and full of microbial activity

Canberra Organic Spring 2020

In a ferment

An email comes in from the 
gardeners. We’ve had 20mm 

and our couch grass is ripe for the 
weeding. But I’m reluctant to go out 
there this morning. It’s still cold and 
I don’t want to face the Cotter Road 
traffic on my bike. With roadworks 
it’s hair-raising. Shall I opt out? Stay 
home, stay warm, make sauerkraut?
“First grow your cabbage!” Well 
I’ve never had much success with 
cabbages. Either drought or butterfly 
gets them, or else I get the timing 
wrong. So I buy one today from the 
organic shop in Curtin, pay $4 or so.
Take out the core and shred the 
cabbage leaves. Knead the shreds 
with salt to release liquid. How 
do you measure 11 grams of salt? 
Plunge my hands in the bowl. Pack 
it in the jar and push down a cabbage 
leaf ‘cover’ so that the shredded is 
‘underwater’. Lactobacillus spp. do 
their work anaerobically. Leave jar on 
kitchen shelf for a few weeks, with an 
occasional sniff.

And through the kitchen window 
I can see plenty of couch grass that 
might be weeded. If only I wasn’t so 
busy. 
too cold
to garden this morning
I reach
for the seed catalogue
and gardening dreams

—Gerry Jacobson (article and poem)

Like Captain Cook, I believe sauer-
kraut is an important food. It’s a 
source of probiotics. But nowadays 
anything imported from Europe 
must be sterile for admission to this 
pure country. So most sauerkraut 
sold in supermarkets is irradiated 
or made with vinegar. There is some 
locally cultured sauerkraut in health 
food shops, at a price. One cabbage 
gives 3-4 sizeable jars of sauerkraut. 
And the bits that are cut away go in 
the stock pot.
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http://www.slowfoodcanberra.com
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Spring is the main planting season in Canberra. The 
timing of some plantings may need to be varied 

depending on the particular year.
Be prepared to protect your frost-tender seedlings, as 
harsh frosts can occur right through spring. Make your 
own cloches from plastic bottles with the bottoms cut out, 
or use row covers for larger plantings.

Using seeds
When direct planting with small seeds—e.g. carrots— 
bulk out first by mixing the seeds with sand. You can help 
the plants pre-germinate by keeping them in moist sand 
for about four days before planting out (do not let them 
actually germinate).
When planting out large seeds —e.g. pea or corn— soak 
overnight in a weak seaweed solution prior to planting; 
alternatively, keep seeds moist between two pieces of 
kitchen paper for 3 to 4 days until seeds germinate, then 
plant out carefully. This is particularly useful if you are not 
sure of the seeds’ viability.
Check your seed packets for their use-by date as poor 
germination may result from planting after that time, or 
plants may show a lack of vigour when the seedlings come 
up.
A seed should be planted at a depth 2 to 3 times its 
diameter, although it is better to plant too shallow than 
too deep.

Crop rotation
Remember to rotate the crops you grow in a particular 
garden bed. Crop rotation is a most important practice for 
organic gardeners. Successive crops should not come from 
the same plant families nor make the same demands on 
nutrients; i.e. follow heavy feeders with light feeders.
Also, successive crops should not share the same diseases 
or attract the same pests—this prevents a build up of 
disease problems, and reduces losses from pests.
There are numerous crop rotation schemes used, but try to 
keep to at least a 4-year rotation period and do not grow 
members of the same plant family in the same bed in con-
secutive years; e.g. tomatoes, capsicums, eggplants and 
potatoes are all from the Solanum family.

Plant varieties
It is important with crops such as cabbage and lettuce to 
choose the appropriate variety for the time of year. Lettuce 
varieties best suited to early spring are cos, salad bowl, 
butterhead and mignonette.

 SEP  OCT  NOV

Globe artichoke T T

Jerus. artichoke T

Asparagus S S S

French beans  S S

Beetroot S S S

Broccoli   S

Brussel sprouts  S S

Cabbage ST ST ST

Capsicum*  S ST

Carrot S S S

Cauliflower   S

Celery S ST ST

Cucumber* S S ST

Eggplant* S S T

Endive   S

Leeks ST ST T

Lettuce ST ST S

Melons S S ST

Onions T T

Parsnips S S S

Peas S S

Potatoes S S S

Pumpkins* S S ST

Radish S S S

Rhubarb T T

Silverbeet S S ST

Snow peas S S S

Spinach ST ST

Squash* S S ST   

Sweet corn  S ST

Tomatoes* S S ST

Turnips (white) S

Zucchini* S S ST

S = seed sowing; T = transplanting

* When planting these seeds before November, the seed should be 
started in punnets indoors and the young seedlings kept in a warm 
sheltered place. Plant out the seedlings once the soil has warmed 
and the danger of frost has passed.
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Spring is the main planting season in Canberra. The 
timing of some plantings may need to be varied 

depending on the particular year.
Be prepared to protect your frost-tender seedlings, as 
harsh frosts can occur right through spring. Make your 
own cloches from plastic bottles with the bottoms cut out, 
or use row covers for larger plantings.

Using seeds
When direct planting with small seeds—e.g. carrots— 
bulk out first by mixing the seeds with sand. You can help 
the plants pre-germinate by keeping them in moist sand 
for about four days before planting out (do not let them 
actually germinate).
When planting out large seeds —e.g. pea or corn— soak 
overnight in a weak seaweed solution prior to planting; 
alternatively, keep seeds moist between two pieces of 
kitchen paper for 3 to 4 days until seeds germinate, then 
plant out carefully. This is particularly useful if you are not 
sure of the seeds’ viability.
Check your seed packets for their use-by date as poor 
germination may result from planting after that time, or 
plants may show a lack of vigour when the seedlings come 
up.
A seed should be planted at a depth 2 to 3 times its 
diameter, although it is better to plant too shallow than 
too deep.

Crop rotation
Remember to rotate the crops you grow in a particular 
garden bed. Crop rotation is a most important practice for 
organic gardeners. Successive crops should not come from 
the same plant families nor make the same demands on 
nutrients; i.e. follow heavy feeders with light feeders.
Also, successive crops should not share the same diseases 
or attract the same pests—this prevents a build up of 
disease problems, and reduces losses from pests.
There are numerous crop rotation schemes used, but try to 
keep to at least a 4-year rotation period and do not grow 
members of the same plant family in the same bed in con-
secutive years; e.g. tomatoes, capsicums, eggplants and 
potatoes are all from the Solanum family.

Plant varieties
It is important with crops such as cabbage and lettuce to 
choose the appropriate variety for the time of year. Lettuce 
varieties best suited to early spring are cos, salad bowl, 
butterhead and mignonette.

 SEP  OCT  NOV

Globe artichoke T T

Jerus. artichoke T

Asparagus S S S

French beans  S S

Beetroot S S S

Broccoli   S

Brussel sprouts  S S

Cabbage ST ST ST

Capsicum*  S ST

Carrot S S S

Cauliflower   S

Celery S ST ST

Cucumber* S S ST

Eggplant* S S T

Endive   S

Leeks ST ST T

Lettuce ST ST S

Melons S S ST

Onions T T

Parsnips S S S

Peas S S

Potatoes S S S

Pumpkins* S S ST

Radish S S S

Rhubarb T T

Silverbeet S S ST

Snow peas S S S

Spinach ST ST

Squash* S S ST   

Sweet corn  S ST

Tomatoes* S S ST

Turnips (white) S

Zucchini* S S ST

S = seed sowing; T = transplanting

* When planting these seeds before November, the seed should be 
started in punnets indoors and the young seedlings kept in a warm 
sheltered place. Plant out the seedlings once the soil has warmed 
and the danger of frost has passed.

“Buchu namul, also known as buchu muchim, is a great 
Korean dish that means you can enjoy buchu raw and 
take advantage of its high vitamin content. ‘Buchu’ 
means ‘garlic chive’ and ‘namul’ means ‘vegetarian side 
dish.’ It is a very simple side dish that can complement 
pretty much anything.”
Paul grows garlic chives in his plot at O’Connor and 
recommends eating buchu namul with red lentil dhal.
— Paul (O'Connor community garden),  
recipe and photo 
Ingredients
250g buchu (garlic chives)
½ green onion
2 tsp gochugaru (red chili flakes)
1 tsp soy sauce
1 tsp anchovy fish sauce
1 tsp sesame oil
2 cloves garlic (minced)
½ tsp salt
½ tsp sesame seeds

Method
1. Cut the roots off 250g of buchu (garlic chives).
2. Wash the buchu thoroughly twice, under running water 

and drain in a strainer. If you want to use immediately, 
remove excess water with paper towel.

3. Cut buchu into 2 inch (or 5 cm) pieces and place in a 
large bowl. Chop the green onion and mince 2 cloves of 
garlic.

4. Combine gochugaru (red chili flakes), soy sauce, 
anchovy fish sauce, sesame oil, garlic and sesame seeds 
and pour over the chopped buchu.

5. Serve on a side dish plate and enjoy!

Buchu namul (buchu muchim)  
or garlic chive salad
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Are your details up-to-date?  
Please remember to email  

members@cogs.asn.au  
with any changes to your 

email or postal address, or 
correspondence preferences.

mailto:editor@cogs.asn.au


Charnwood bounty 
(clockwise from top left) Ange's hellebore tutu; pumpkins left to 
harden off; Mim's photo of flowering gum;  red cabbage patch; 

cosmos close-up; Philippa with 550g broccoli 


