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Welcome
Welcome to the Cortes Island Food Book.
This book was created by and for
the people of Cortes Island.
This book serves to inspire us and ground us in
the reality of eating locally and eating well.
There are those who would say that we live in
uncertain times. Perhaps we just sense a shift
deep in our bones as a sleepy world begins to
wake up in awareness of global realities.
One thing is certain:
We all need to eat food.
We can’t change the world if we are hungry.
Blessed are those that find contentment
in the garden.
In gratitude,
Sarah & Tamara

A little Island in the Salish Sea
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Food Growing on Cortes Island
David Buckner

Simply stated, everyone should grow food. There are many reasons to take up gardening,
but for me, the most fundamental, is that it reminds me, the gardener, that I am a part of the
Circle of Life. It is too easy today to believe ourselves somehow removed, protected from
our environment.
Each of us has a unique set of skills, preferences, and circumstances. Some have just minutes
a day, but could still enjoy a window planter. Others may want to try to produce all their
own food needs. In either case, when we tend plants, we are reminded of the basic needs of
plants—soil, light, water, air, and ventilation. Paying attention to the natural conditions faced
by plants reminds us of our own needs for survival, and our utter dependence on a healthy
ecosystem.
I cannot deny the advantages of our centralized food system. Few of us would want to
go hungry because blight devastated our potato crop. On the other hand, there are many
reasons for us to have a reliable local food supply. Just as the internet is more resilient for
having links to untold numbers of information sources, we can build a better food system
by contributing to the global food supply in every home, on every island, mountain, or
apartment building.
On Cortes, it behooves us to look to our unique set of circumstances. The water that
surrounds us becomes both our greatest resource for food supply from seafood, and an
impediment to the cheap transport that our economy relies upon. Food is more expensive.
Because we’re surrounded by water, we also enjoy a temperate, maritime climate with
warm, wet, dark winters and pleasant, sunnier summers. Our predominantly granite parent
rock gives us sandy soils that are easy to work even when wet. As a gardener, this says
several things to me. The easiest things to grow are going to be the cool
weather crops,
like the cabbage family; carrots, peas, beets, leafy greens, and for a
staple, potatoes.
It’s also easy to grow the fruiting vegetables that we harvest
at an immature stage, like cucumbers, summer squash,
and snap beans. The bush dry beans do usually mature
early enough to harvest during dry weather in August. Another
group of great food crops for our conditions is the berries.
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Warm winters enable us to extend the season with no protection for the hardy crops like
leeks, kale, parsley, winter cabbage, and mustard greens. Even when we get a cold snap that
freezes the leaves, these champions come back during the inevitable warm stretch during
January, and then again as it warms up in the early Spring. If you’re willing to go a bit
further and build a cloche or greenhouse, you can have a reliable supply of salad greens right
through the winter. However, if you want to harvest warm weather crops during the winter,
our low light levels will force you to invest heavily in lighting as well as heat.
In spite of our relatively cool summers, we do get warm dry weather, and it’s possible to
grow most of the warm weather crops with a bit of extra effort. The secret is usually to get
them started a little earlier, so they’ll be ready to burst into growth as soon as we get that first
warm weather in May. It also helps if you can enhance the heat a bit at this time of year with
microclimate, cold frames or row cover. If you want to grow some grains, they tolerate cool
weather well when young but need dry weather for harvest. Sow them early for harvest in
August.
The rain tends to wash away our soluble minerals like potassium and calcium, leaving our
soils acidic and nutrient poor. Another important plant nutrient in short supply is phosphorus,
due more to low levels in our parent rock than to leaching. Because of the transport costs,
importing fertilizers and amendments becomes unreasonably expensive.
I’d like to mention the resources we have locally to ameliorate this situation. Organic matter
in the soil helps prevent leaching, so always look for ways to build the organic portion of
your soil. Minimize tillage to avoid disrupting the soil ecosystem that helps us in so many
ways to recycle nutrients, and release more from the parent material.
Our big four Cortes resources are seaweed, tree leaves, grass, and woody debris
(blackberries, tree trimmings, alder volunteers, perennial prunings...). All of these are rich in
potassium, and seaweed has many other plant nutrients as well. Please be respectful of the
ecosystem when harvesting seaweed and leaves—think about the impacts of your harvesting
technique and quantity. Most of us have to cut at least some grass each spring and summer
to maintain a clearing around our homes. Grass makes unsurpassed compost or mulch. A
great way to deal with your woody debris, if like me, you don’t care for shredders, is to build
hugel beds. These are basically garden beds with woody debris buried under the soil, with
maybe a layer or two of high nitrogen material like grass clippings. This works really well
for your heavy feeders, but particularly the squash family. Within 3 or 4 years, the sticks are
broken down enough to dig or rototill. If you have diseased material, you should burn the
prunings and reuse the ashes.
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For the phosphorus, our best sources are sea products like prawn heads and shells, fish heads
and guts. Chicken manure is also great, if you can keep chickens, though keeping farm
animals tends to create another island import--their feed. The good thing about phosphorus
is that it doesn’t leach as readily, making it a longer-term investment. Calcium is available in
most of the mentioned amendments, but it’s so good for the soil, we always tend to look for
more. Seashells are made of calcium; all we need is an efficient way to crush them. Burning
softens them, if you can fit them in a stove or firepit for a few days. Also remember that
the lime mine on Texada Island can be seen from parts of Cortes. Unfortunately, I haven’t
discovered an economic way to get the lime from there to here.
Two other local resources of
note are wood ash and human
waste. Wood ash is a great
source of potassium and other
minerals. It helps combat soil
acidity. If you burn paper as
well, be wary of ink, which
can have higher levels of toxic
metals, particularly glossy
coloured ink. I encourage you
to close the nutrient cycle
and use a composting toilet.
However, this is not something
to be undertaken without
serious research. There are
real health risks if not properly
constructed and managed.
Food gardening is one of the
elements that can help make
Cortes a stronger community.
Our beautiful island has both
advantages and disadvantages
for food cultivation. By learning
to work within our local
constraints, we can produce
more food with less imports,
thus reducing transport to and
from the island and increasing
our Earth’s sustainability.
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Winter Planting Schedule:
Dates

February & March
April & May

What to Plant

leeks

swiss chard, parsely

Early June

brussels sprouts

Early July

carrots, beets, rutabagas, swiss chard, kohlrabi

Mid-to-late June
Late July to Early August

winter broccoli, winter cauliflower, winter cabbage, parsnips, kale

arugula, fall & winter lettuce, mizuna, collards, kale, daikon,
winter radish, leaf mustards & mustard spinach, chinese greens,
spinach, winter onions & scallions

Late August to mid-September corn salad, cilantro, arugula, winter lettuce

October

garlic

From: Year-Around Harvest: Winter Gardening on the West Coast by Linda A Gilkeson

Date: unknown; Col. Noreen Kvello; Cortes Island Museum
“Wild game and fish accounted for a large part of homesteaders’ needs and was one of
the huge attractions to the island. There was not a fortune to be made in logging, fishing,
or farming – but few ever went hungry. “
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Cortes Island Museum

