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an assignment in a Sustainable Urban Horticulture course at the
University of Guelph, Gavin Dandy teaching Fall 2021,

a proposal to the City of Hamilton under the Placemaking Pilot grant,
an invitation to HWDSB to deliver a cool program at the newly-built
Greensville Elementary School,
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MISSION STATEMENT & GOALS
Greensville is an example for rural residents who want to grow food.
1. Build a FOOD GROVE in the Johnson Tew Arboretum.
Success looks like: perennial food-bearing plants provide inspiration and a light snack.
There are 10-30 examples of such crops, alone or in combination, in the arboretum setting.
2. Create a LEARNING GARDEN where elementary school kids learn, hands-on,
about food and flowers.
Success looks like: a simple area with place for a whole class to sit down on tree stumps;
simple planters that are easily turned over featuring flowers or strawberries. The tick
haven has become a choice outdoor teaching spot. Kids can propagate and bring home a
flower or a strawberry plant.

Existing
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A FOOD GROVE
A food grove is a pleasant, approachable, explorable
food forest. A passer-by could learn a gardening
trick, grab a handful of berries, or simply behold a
tree full of fruit. The grove is designed to encourage
lingering, providing welcome shade in the present
sun-drenched park.
A food forest is a
very complex,
intentionallydesigned artificial
ecosystem designed to maximize food output by using
carefully timed plantings, inter-planting for mutual benefit,
and vertical growth, among a number of other techniques.
Like a forest, food forest layers1 provide plant diversity and
support natural processes to enhance soil and plant health,
and reduce pests.2
A food grove, in contrast, simplifies the “wall of plants” to

Food forests can also be impassable or
crowded, usually due to an emphasis on
maximizing the harvest.

a series of stand-alone, approachable examples of food plants mutually supporting each
other. The grove will be designed to showcase the enormous variety of perennial (producing
every year) plants and shrubs, with complementary plantings and simple landscape features,
such as to encourage water retention.
These could be displayed in the museum-like presentation of the present arboretum (solitary
trees around 8-16 feet tall today, about 35 feet apart), or in a more landscaped environment
incorporating enough water management to keep the plants healthy, given the sporadic care
these plants may receive.
Example of grove elements: plants to attract pollinators; species such as Haskap berry
which need different varieties to successfully pollinate; nitrogen-bound plants (i.e. most trees
and shrubs) paired with plants that are good at fixing nitrogen.

1

Illustration from “What is a food forest?”, FairAmountFoodForest.org

Márcio Renato Nunes, Harold Mathijs van Es, Robert Schindelbeck, Aaron James Ristow, Matthew Ryan, No-till and
cropping system diversification improve soil health and crop yield, Geoderma, Volume 328, 2018.
2
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A LEARNING GARDEN

Whether growing vegetables, fruits, or a variety of
herbs, edible gardens are a valuable tool that schools
can use to promote healthier eating habits, appreciate
locally grown food sources, teach environmental
stewardship, encourage community and social
development, and even build a sense of place.3
This side of the Food Grove will focus on simple, fastgrowing plants like flowers, herbs, lettuce, and
strawberries. Proposed are relatively small (5-20
gallon) easy-to-reset containers.
Fast-growing plants are emphasized to be compatible
with the school year, which offers a late fall and late
spring harvest.

3

“Learning through the Garden”, DiClaudio, Hughes & Savoca, Rutgers New Jersey Agricultural Experiment Station
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PERSONAL MOTIVATIONS
My family has a lengthy history in farming and agriculture. The family genealogy shows 19
generations whose occupation was landbouwer - “cultivator”.
The area I now call home is clearly under intense development pressure. Converting farmland
into low-density residences, replacing a diverse soil culture with zombie grass — alive, but not
in any interesting way — is a planning travesty we must all work against.
Sustainable horticulture means being able to feed yourself, your family, or your friends
without degrading the soil, without constant soil amendment, and a reasonable amount of
work. You may not sustain yourself out of your backyard garden, but you will nourish your
relationships, have some tasty food, and develop a skill that would be useful in the zombie
apocalypse.
The food grove is meant to illustrate how it’s done effectively, with illustrative examples of
plant mutual support, and unique varieties. More than a series of edible museum pieces, this
can also be a place for some horticultural flexing. A colleague assures me that with not much
effort, one can craft an apple tree with around 4 additional varieties grafted onto a single tree,
something I wouldn’t believe it unless I’d seen it.
The learning garden is the short-term, quick-turnover side of the same coin. Whereas the
food grove is planned around perennial crops that last years, the learning garden is designed
to fit in the winter-centric school year, focusing on fast-growing herbs, berries, and flowers.
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GREENSVILLE & JOHNSON TEW ARBORETUM
The area is in Greensville, the first
settlement you find when you follow
highway 8, climbing the Niagara
Escarpment from Dundas towards
Cambridge. Greensville is
administratively part of the City of
Hamilton.
It is dark at night, owing to an
unspoken agreement to limit outdoor
lights. Wolves and deer wander in from
the forested areas of the Dundas Valley.
Flamborough was and is a farming
area4, with Greensville being one of the
earliest and busiest5 mill towns in
Upper Canada, the first mill built in
18136. Farm smells are not uncommon.
The area is rural when it is not ruralresidential.

Greensville (school at centre, north left) was once farmland,
with Canada’s earliest mills along Spencer Creek

4

Map of Flamborough West, #CA-184, historicmapworks.com

5

“Upper Canada’s First Industrial Complex”, hikingthegta.com, 2016

6

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Darnley_Cascade
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Greensville Elementary, first built 1848, was
expanded several times, evolving into an
architectural tragedy. The school was combined with
nearby Spencer Valley, demolished in 2017, and
rebuilt by 2020. The project was sized to include an
attached public library7 - now open - and two public
meeting rooms, termed by some a community centre.
The school is at the south end of a 37-acre park
owned by City of Hamilton, the Johnson Tew
Arboretum8, built 2012. The arboretum extends
north to a quarry, and is hemmed in on either side
by suburban housing.
Along the Arboretum’s south edge is a tree line
adjoining the school, with a sensitive tree corral, a
neglected grassy depression proposed to become a
food grove, and path to the schoolyard.
A small extension to the Arboretum extends along
the west edge of the school, described as two stands
of trees on either side of a .7-acre dense meadow
with more goldenrod and many ticks.
Services: The site is serviced with electrical,
water, and septic. TBD: roof drainage? There is an
existing sort of gathering space, amounting to three
lines of large seating-boulders, in the arboretum.
Evaluation: Being on City of Hamilton Land is
favourable: Hamilton has an established
community garden program, and the project aligns
with this forward-thinking city’s goals. They would
make for a stable patron.
The site is easily walkable from at least 100 houses
and has on-site parking.

7

"New Greensville elementary school construction a step closer", Laura Clemenson, CBC News, 2018-may-14.

8

“First city-owned arboretum in new Greensville park”, Carmela Fragomeni, Hamilton Spectator, 2013-sep-24.
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GROWING CHARACTERISTICS
Most of the park is grassland, the most common plant being goldenrod. Through the grass
wends a path, with 20 feet of well-tended lawn on either side, punctuated by young, standalone trees every 35 feet.

A view of the Arboretum looking south towards the school. In the middle distance is the tree
line bordering the school. The tree is typical for those in the Arboretum today.
The area shown is sunken approx. 4 feet below the park’s typical grade, perhaps being original
farm dirt, and is about an acre.

The sensitive species corral.
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The area is USDA zone 5b. Greensville is subject to unpredictable micro-climate
events given its position atop a Niagara escarpment valley gorge9. The many ravines in the
area tend to increase the ambient humidity.
Frost dates: May 3 - Oct 11, a growing season of 160 days.
Annualized rainfall: 952mm.
Soil: poorly-drained sand and calcareous deposits, with a PH of 7, reacting neither to vinegar
nor baking soda. The soil is formerly productive soil on the Johnson Tew farm. The slope is
gently southward toward Spencer Creek.
Drinking water protection: The drinking water for approximately 37 homes and the
school is drawn from a municipal well next to the school. As a result the entire area is a
Drinking Water Source Protection area10.
Existing plants and fertility: The arboretum is bordered by stands of mature trees.
Within, the land is described as a Solidago canadensis (Canadian goldenrod) grassy meadow
with a meandering path bordered by lawn, punctuated by young trees of various types such as
linden, oak, and maple. The goldenrod attracts many insects. Until 15 years ago, this was
typical Southern-Ontario farmland.
Impact on plans: The area’s habitual fertility, mild PH, and plentiful pollinators are
beneficial to the plan to grow examples of perennial crops. This is consistent with the vision
to display and promote crops suited for
Southern Ontario.

The most recent addition to the Johnson Tew Arboretum, as
of October 2021.
9

“Webster's Falls, Tews Falls, Christie Lake closed for icy tree hazards”, CBC News, 2016-March-25.

10

http://protectingwater.ca
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PROPOSED STRUCTURE
The City of Hamilton has two grant programs of interest - the Placemaking Grant and the City
Enrichment Fund. There is also the parks budget, which is used to maintain the present
Arboretum.
The Hamilton programs require a minimum of 3 interested residents. Experience at the Bev
Facey community garden suggests this is a reasonable starting point.
This funding could be used to build the Food Grove side of the project. Hamilton treats the
grant as income, issuing a T4 to the recipients.
Hamilton is hosting an information session on Placemaking grants November 10, 2021.
The boundaries and requirements of the Hamilton-Wentworth District School Board vis-a-vis
the establishment of a teaching garden are as yet unclear.

As a food forest ages and stabilizes, the
maintenance required to maximize
productive output (mostly chop and
drop) decreases up to 93% over 10
years.11 The challenge of sustaining
community investment of time and
plant love can be met with an appealing
public third space within the Grove.
Problems will get noticed and dealt with if community members see the plants a few times a
week.

11

"The Reality of Food Forests", Fraser Bliss, Permaculture Research Institute of Australia, 2012.
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BENEFITS
1. Students at Greensville Elementary get hands-on with food and growing.
2. Hamilton gains a purpose for its lone arboretum, and an appropriate niche to complement
— rather than compete with — the Royal Botanical Gardens. The project structure is
designed to be replicated anywhere in the city, or in any other city, where a park is near a
school.
3. Everyone gains access to free fruit, herbs, and greens.

NEIGHBOURS & ENGAGEMENT
Demographically the area is largely white, protestant and/or Catholic. Compared to the
rest of Hamilton, the age distribution is skewed toward 50-75 year olds, and away from 10-40
year olds. HWDSB has just consolidated two schools into one. Many of the neighbours have
home businesses.
Economically, Greensville has auto garages.. and that's about it. There is no Greensville
shopping area per se. The most plausible main street buildings are vacant and stuck in
development hell due to their proximity to Greensville Falls, a wet ditch.
The culture of the area is suburban-rural, characterized by a car-centric culture, hanging out
in one’s back yard, shopping for food at local farm stands or big-box stores in town.
There are few occasions to bump into your neighbours in any public or private
third space.
After this project’s proposal’s second iteration, it will be passed around to neighbours, city
councillor, and the school and library administration for comment. The City of Hamilton’s
placemaking grant requires involvement from at least 3 residents.
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THREE RELEVANT PROJECTS
Example #1
8,000 sqft garden in Invermere, BC

Where: Invermere, BC. Moist side of the Rockies south of Banff. Winter blizzards, summer
paradise. Zone 6b. Annual precip. 832 mm. Frost dates Sep 21- May 21. Soil: sandy
loam.
Site description: Large year-round solar
greenhouse on high school property, 8000 sqft
community garden and amenities.
People involved: Groundswell network was
formerly the Colombia Valley Botanical
Garden. They continue to be supported by
volunteers. They have built (2012) a yearround solar greenhouse on the grounds of the
local high school.
Legal structure: Groundswell was ‘Spun
out’ from the city: now a volunteer-run board
with dedicated fund raisers and an extensive
calendar of community events.
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Products and services: The community has funded the creation of a food garden in front
of the greenhouse, the goal of which is to provide community gardening facilities,
horticultural education, and a community meeting place.
Design of the 8000 sqft outdoor area, included integrated water management (the site is next
to a road culvert), a food forest design, allotment planters, gathering space and a number of
extras.12
Benefits: High school curriculum, community access to year-round gardening facilities,
outdoor congregation area.
Alignment with project context: The project seems to be over-designed, featuring a
complex underground heat energy system and elaborate stormwater management. To a
degree, these seem to reflect Verge Permaculture’s engineering background and fascination
with energy systems. However these are appropriate for the climate of the Rockies and the
climate zone. The ‘built presence’ of the greenhouse makes the project feel a permanent,
constructed part of the community.
Three things to emulate: Community engagement model, being literally ‘built in’ to the
school, and the design process employed to develop the planting plan.
One thing to avoid: The greenhouse was built first, resulting in a big capital outlay and a
complex initial construction project.

https://vergepermaculture.ca/2013/07/24/the-8000-square-foot-garden-designing-and-implementing-invermerescommunity-garden/
12
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Example #2
Bev Facey Community Gardens, Edmonton
The author’s brother is an organizer at the Bev Facey
Community gardens in Edmonton. As such I can get an
unvarnished look at what community gardening entails.
Goals: community gardening space, and an outdoor lab for
the school’s horticulture program. Main issue: food theft
from garden plots, high school student vandalism.
Where: Sherwood Park, AB. Very cold in winter. Zone
3b.
Annual precip. 455 mm. Frost dates Sep 15- May 11.
Soil: soil from municipal compost
Area/site description: Sherwood Park is a large suburb built on farmland. The garden is
adjacent to a high school with an established horticulture program
People involved: Residents maintain their own plots; volunteer board manages the garden;
city provides predictable funding and extensive assistance; school board pays for horticulture
teachers (or, used to).
Legal structure: Strathcona county provides help with planning, construction, delivering
soil and water, signage, liability insurance, and applications for plots. Community members
volunteer their work on a board that manages the garden, organizing work parties, water
delivery, etc.
Products and services: High school students propagate plants for an annual plant sale;
local residents grow their own food. Anything extra is donated to the food bank.
Benefits: Gardening space for residents, curriculum and fundraising for the school
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Alignment with project context: Some friction from having the high school nearby. Big
problems with food theft.
Three things to emulate: Engagement with a school; the plant sale idea is excellent; the
support from the city is exemplary13
One thing to avoid: The garden is very secluded. For one, the gate is locked to discourage
food theft. For another, it is hard to see from the street. This provides ideal ground for high
school shenanigans.

The garden is next to the school — the greenhouse is visible at left.

13

“Community Garden Program” City of Strathcona, strathcona.ca, 2021.
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Example #3
Westdale Apothecary Garden
Goals: Community stewardship of the
Apothecary's Garden and the Plant Lover's Garden
Where: Churchill Park, Hamilton, Ontario Zone
5b.
Frost dates: May 3 - Oct 11, a growing season of
160 days. Annualized rainfall: 952mm.
Soil: soil from municipal compost
Area/site description: The Gardens are located
behind the Aviary, located on land owned by the
Royal Botanical Garden. The herb gardens were
originally built by the RBG Auxiliary, but had been suffering from years of neglect. In 2010,
volunteers donated time and muscle to dismantling the garden, salvaging plants that hadn’t
succumbed to neglect, and the city removed a foot of infested soil, tilled new beds and
provided yards of soil, screenings, cloth, and mulch.
People involved: Friends of Churchill Park, Dan Riegler and Mary Louise Piggott. Got
involved to reclaim the beloved herb garden, which had become an acre-sized overgrown
mess.

The garden seems quite forti ed against intruders

fi
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Legal structure: The land is owned by the city, as a City-run park. There is a house in the
park owned by the RBG, who lease the Aviary to the City. The gardens are in this property.
The Aviary is moving out. The eventual use of the building and the gardens is unclear.
Products and services: “[The garden’s redevelopment] signals an exciting return of the
Teaching Gardens’ original interpretive function, maintaining the gardens original concept
as a teaching garden and a place of education. The Teaching Gardens have been part of our
community for many years. They were originally established by the RBG Auxiliary to teach
children and youth the basics of agriculture through the cultivation of fruit trees, including
the espaliered crab apple trees that still survive, and the garden plots which now form the
community gardens.
With this in mind, the Herb Garden was originally planted mainly with aromatic and
culinary specimens, plants that were common in most households many years ago such as
Parsley, Rosemary and Sage. Today, there is increased public awareness of the medicinal
properties of plants as well. St. John’s Wort, Echinacea, Calendula, and Lavender are
becoming common household names and familiar to many people today. We felt that the
revitalization of the Herb Garden needed to recognize this new awareness through an
expanded mandate, and thus the Apothecary garden was born. Featuring cultivated
specimens of culinary, aromatic, and medicinal plants both new and familiar, it can be a
valuable educational resource and compliment to the existing food production focus, as well
as an educational and symbolic link to the many native medicinal, edible, and aromatic
plants found nearby in the Cootes Paradise Nature Sanctuary.”
Alignment with project context: [ TBD in-person interview : Did the RBG abandon the
garden when they moved to the north shore of Cootes Paradise? Is the Apothecary garden a
community-run overlapping project with the RBG Healing Garden? ]
Three things to emulate: Engagement with the
city for resources, emphasis on educational
exhibits (espaliering!), strong volunteer-run
board.
One thing to avoid: The garden is designed to
keep visitors out, with a 20-foot tall green wall all
the way around.

They have a lot of space to work with
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Source: Royal Botanical Garden
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