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On the floor in the kitchen of the house where I grew up, my mother kept a small plastic 
pail. I’m sure at one time it had been a 4 litre ice cream pail, but in its later incarnation, 
we simply called it “the pail.” Into this pail would go the discards of kitchen activity - 
carrot tops, the rooty ends of celery stalks and onions, potato eyes, eggshells and pretty 
much anything green that didn’t get eaten. It was, “the pail” and I never gave it much 
thought. On the occasion that I would notice a whiff of decay, there was never a question 
about why there was a pail of semi-rotted vegetation in the kitchen. All that meant is that 
it was time to take out the pail.

To the one side of our house was the garden my mother started shortly after moving 
there. I believe it was one of the stipulations of buying the place was that there would be 
sufficient room for my mother to have a garden. I don’t remember either of my parents 
specifically saying that, however, I have no trouble picturing my mother strenuously 
making the point. Having grown up on a farm and moving away after high school to 
travel and work, I think she wanted any place she ended up settling to have somewhere 
she could sit and put her hands in the dirt again.

And that, she did. She communed with the earthworms and rather proudly took on the 
label “organic gardener” at a time when it was still a bit of a hippie thing to say. If some 
of the stock showed up with chunks bitten out of it by any of the myriad creatures 
inhabiting the space around our house, my mother would cut out the chunk and say, well 
the birds have to eat too. Nothing toxic touched that which emerged from my mother’s 
garden, not the carrots, squash, onions, green beans, swiss chard, black currants, 
raspberries or tomatoes.

Oh, the tomatoes. My mother did make several formal attempts to grow tomatoes, 
carefully putting in the seeds and tending the plants with stakes to help prop them up 
when the fruit appeared and overwhelmed weight bearing capacity of the vines. The 
thing was, it seldom seemed (to me anyway) that the tomatoes that appeared would 
actually be big enough to do such a thing. The few golf ball-sized fruit that managed to 
survive without getting eaten by birds or suffering the attentions of tomato worms, would 
hardly fill a basket. My mother took her so-so success with tomatoes in stride with a 
seeming peace that I suspect had to do with the volunteers.
 
In addition to the produce of the garden we also had a compost box, which at first 
bounce might look like an oversized, very tall sandbox, except for its content of 
vegetation in progressive states of decay, compliments mainly of our kitchen pail. My 
mother swore by it. The earthy humus she extracted from it was entirely natural and non-
toxic. It helped retain moisture, provided nutrients for the plants and, as my mother 



would often say, the earthworms loved it.

So, it seems, did the tomatoes. Not the typically modest crop that would respond to my 
mother’s attention, but the plants that would inevitably sprout from the side of the 
compost heap. I have to think there were other plants that were likewise opportunistic 
about the terrific source of nutrients, but the tomatoes were the only ones I remember. I 
sometimes wonder if they were the only ones my mother allowed to stay. With the 
volunteers, we never wanted for tomatoes. In fact, on the years when Mum's regulars did 
manage to take off, we would be in the position of having to unload as many tomatoes 
as we could on neighbors and family. For reasons I never quite got, my mother was all 
for growing things, but not so much for canning.

Over time, I've come to appreciate this notion of the volunteers. They started showing up 
at a time when it seemed like we would have to do without and they kept showing up, 
year after year, unbidden, but always welcome. I don't know how much of this notion 
informs to my ideas of volunteerism as such, but gardening for me, has always been a 
reminder of the equanimity my mother brought to it. I can't say whether she gave that to 
or got it from her garden, but there's a satisfying comfort I get from thinking of the 
volunteers that came and filled a gap in my mother's garden and in some small way, 
bolstered that sense of balance and peace she got from it.


