
 Saltscapes.com    June / July 2017    23

roots & folks  Home grown business

a manicured landscape, it seems more 
like a home for hobbits and elves. 

This is not your typical retail outlet, 
and that’s by design. 

“When I was very young, back in the 
early ’70s in Connecticut,” Osborne 
recalls, somewhat wistfully, “we used to 
visit this old greenhouse that felt like 
it was settling into the earth, with big 
lemon trees that needed to be pruned 
so that they wouldn’t break through the 

glass, and an old Italian guy with black 
fingernails…It was magic.”

Osborne wanted to “create an ambi-
ence unlike anywhere else” where the 
whole nursery, even the sales part, feels 
like a garden. He has succeeded. 

The Cedar Café is clad in cedar 
shiplap boards covered with vines. 
Outside, a huge arbour draped with 
grape vines shades the seating area. 
The nursery hosts concerts, crafts 
shows and workshops (mostly free) 
where Osborne teaches the skills of 
grafting, pruning, growing roses, 
building with stone and more.  

Rose Weeks, Daylily Daze, Apple 
Tasting Days and Grapefest are season-
al celebrations. Whereas conventional 
time is tracked on a calendar, flowers 
and fruit mark Corn Hill time. In Rose 
Weeks, visitors can appreciate the ele-
gant beauty of a single blossom floating 
in water, along with the exuberant 
splendour of roses in all shades of red, 
pink and yellow. During Grapefest, 
tables are laden with baskets of grapes, 

During the last 35 years, Corn 
Hill Nursery has blossomed 
into a vibrant enterprise 

outside Petitcodiac, NB. Meanwhile 
many other independent nurseries 
in Atlantic Canada have gone out 
of business, replaced by a few large 
retailers. Currently, big box stores 
sell 95 per cent of all plant material 
purchased in New Brunswick.

What are the keys to Corn Hill’s 
success? A magical atmosphere, great 
plants, and excellent staff–these reflect 
the passion, hard work, and creativity 
of the nursery’s owner/operator,  
Bob Osborne. 

Creating a destination 
Time spent at Corn Hill Nursery is an 
indulgence. Curving paths meander 
among lush display gardens where 
flowers and bushes nestle in the shade 
of tall trees. Vines and sweet-smelling 
flowers cover whimsical pergolas. In 
shady groves, stone benches look like 
they’ve been there forever. Rather than 

A perennial success
People and plants come first at Corn Hill Nursery in Petitcodiac, NB, 
and business is blooming

by Janet Wallace
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A coastline shaped by music
Experience the fi ddles, festivals and fun 

of Western Cape Breton Island.

VISIT canadasmusicalcoast.com Join us on        Canada’s Musical CoastJoin us on        Canada’s Musical Coast

 Bob Osborne “wanted to create an ambience 
unlike anywhere else,” with Corn Hill Nursery.

allow them to form an attachment, so to 
speak. When the moss is firmly bound 
to the mussels, the little bundles are 
anchored in the farthest reaches of the 
lagoon. A year later, the team returns to 
check on their progress. 

“The first thing we do every year is 
document the area of coverage of giant 
Irish moss,” Novaczek explains. “We 
survey every inch of the bottom, find 
every individual plant (we have them 
all tagged), we measure and we record 
how big it is, if the clump has moved, if 
it is attached to the bottom, if it needs 
more oyster shells to anchor it. We’re 
documenting, but we’re also trying to 
conserve because there are so few mus-
sels left and most of them are very old.”

To rejuvenate the beds, Novaczek’s 
team brought in hundreds of pounds 
of young mussels from another bay, 
flushed them in fresh water for 24 
hours (to eliminate alien hitchhikers) 
and bagged them with moss grown in 

tanks in Nova Scotia, a conservation 
effort that began in 2008. 

“Some [clumps] survived, some 
didn’t; now we’re learning where we can 
plant and where we can’t and how close 
together they should be,” Novaczek 
says. “It’s a process, and I don’t know if 
we’ll win, but we sure are trying.”

The results are encouraging. In one 
year, the surviving moss has grown 
from tiny sprigs to broad leaves 10 
centimetres across. “One of the things 
I hope to test,” says Novaczek, “is 
whether the Irish moss benefits from 
living on top of the mussels, because 
the mussels excrete a constant supply 
of ammonia that is very easy for the 
plants to absorb. The moss does grow 
very quickly in very large form when 
it is growing with the mussels. I can’t 
say yet if the mussels grow faster; all 
we can say is that they are very healthy 
and the mortality rate seems low. That 
is research that still has to be done.”

If Novaczek can prove this “friends 
with benefits” arrangement, it could 
have significant commercial value: 
potentially faster-growing, healthier 
mussels as well as a second crop—the 
moss—in the socks. Carrageenan 
from Irish moss is widely used in food 
processing, health food products and 
cosmetics, and Basin Head’s unique 
version “has much more carrageenan 
per unit weight of moss than what’s in 
the wild population.” 

But her project is not just about 
commerce. As Novaczek says, “It’s also 
important to monitor diversity.” The 

giant moss, with its sturdy three-di-
mensional structure, had long offered 
shelter and protection to many other 
species in the estuary. When the moss 
disappeared, so did several other forms 
of lagoon life. “It’s like a desert now,” 
she says regretfully.

But she’s not discouraged. As the 
summer tide drops to its lowest point, 
she and her team—summer students 
employed by the DFO and the Souris 
and area branch of the PEI Wildlife 
Federation—slip into their canoes and 
paddle off to spend long, long hours 
monitoring their seaweed incubators. 

Special experimental areas of moss 
will be geo-located, hauled up and 
transported to land to be weighed, 
measured and minutely examined. 
Every living and dead mussel, cockle 
or periwinkle will be recorded and 
each piece of noxious green sea lettuce 
weighed; science in its purest form. 
To the young people working with her, 
Irené Novaczek is an inspiration.

“I’m learning a lot from her,” says 
Jake MacKinnon, a biology student at 
UPEI. “To be out in the field with her, 
to see how she does things and to get 
an idea of the scientific process, how to 
study certain specimens... she provides 
a lot of valuable experience.”

David Cairns adds: “With any proj-
ect, there are always ups and downs; 
things that work and things that don’t 
work yet. Irené is a great person to 
work with; she can always find humour 
in a situation, and that’s helpful for just 
about any situation in life.”    

 2016 World Oceans Day in PEI.
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a plant can get—it means it is hardy 
to a wide range of conditions, is easy 
to grow, and probably not too fussy in 
terms of soil.” However, with apples, 
newer varieties, like Liberty and 
NovaMac, are really easy to grow with-
out disease. 

Apple growers across the Maritimes 
buy planting stock from Corn Hill. 
According to Mike Beamish, the only 
way he could grow scab-free apples 
organically was by using trees from 
Corn Hill. When Beamish Organic 
Orchard was established in PEI, Corn 
Hill Nursery was the only Maritime 
source for disease-resistant varieties. 

Osborne and his crew graft new vari-
eties and some heirloom varieties to 
hardy rootstock. Grafting is an art, one 
the staff has perfected over the years. 

People before business
Within a year of starting the business, 
Bob Osborne realized he needed staff. 
“Before long, we had 45 people working 
here. In ten years, we were taking care 
of 60 acres.” Over the winter, the only 
full-time workers are Osborne and his 
wife (who does the books), son-in-law 
and secretary.

Most employees have worked at the 
nursery for more than 20 years, with a 
few working more than 30. The staff is 
“like a community,” Osborne says. “If 
personal things come up, people should 
take care of those issues first. The per-
sonal life is much more important than 
the business.”

“There are no positions. We don’t 
have a foreman. Everyone knows who 
knows what. Generally I don’t have to 

tropicals,” says Osborne. In addition 
to retail sales, the nursery offers land-
scape services, fills mail-order sales 
and supplies landscape companies and 
other nurseries with plants. 

When choosing varieties, “hardiness 
is the number one factor.” Osborne also 
looks for plants with natural resistance 
to pests and disease.

All the plants sold by Corn Hill are 
grown on-site without pesticides or 
herbicides. “For some people, that’s 
important. I know in my heart,” says 
Osborne, “this is what I want to do.”

Partially because pesticides aren’t 
used, pest predators (spiders, ladybugs, 
parasitic wasps, etc.) control nuisance 
insects. “Pests aren’t really a problem. 
The predator population and the bird 
population are amazing,” Osborne 
proudly says. 

“We’re one of just a few nurseries 
that propagate native plants, trees and 
perennials. We have been doing that 
since we started but at first, no one 
would buy these,” says Osborne. Times 
have changed dramatically; today, there 
is a huge resurgence in interest, and the 
federal government is required to plant 
native species. 

“Also, pollination is a big thing now. 
Years ago, milkweed was considered a 
noxious weed in Ontario. Now people 
ask for it because they want monarch 
butterflies. We’re a strange species.”

Osborne likes many traditional vari-
eties of ornamentals and fruit trees. 
“When they say an old plant is com-
mon, it’s really the best compliment 

COME SEE OUR STORIES, HEAR OUR SONGS
  Cow Head, Gros Morne National Park

To book tickets and for more information visit www.theatrenewfoundland.com or call 1-877-243-2899

2017 LINE UP
June 3–Sept. 30, 2017

S.S. ETHIE by Shane Ellis Coates      DINNER
 THEATRE
Neddy Norris Night TRADITIONAL 
 MUSIC & STORIES
Newfoundland Vinyl   MUSIC/COMEDY

The Out Vigil  by Julie McIsaac DRAMA
Heroes by Tom Stoppard (translated from 
Gérald Sibleyras’ Le Vent Des Peupliers) COMEDY 
Fly Me to the Moon by Marie Jones  COMEDY
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advice of efficiency experts. “Yes, it’s 
efficient,” maintains Osborne. “It’s all 
asphalt there. The carts can easily roll 
but it has no character.”

At Corn Hill Nursery, “we do the 
opposite of what we’re told,” Osborne 
chuckles. “We don’t have a lot of signage. 
We don’t have lots of big tags. All the 
information is available but we want to 
make it as mellow as possible so you’re 
not being bombarded with big signs.”

Many European nurseries have 
cafés. In 2000, Osborne followed suit 
and added the Cedar Café. “The café 
makes the whole experience of being at 
the nursery very comfortable,” Osborne 
explains. “People will stay, sometimes 
all day. They might buy what they came 
for, have coffee, buy something else 
and have lunch. Of course, the longer 

customers stay, the more they buy. The 
café helps propel retail sales and retail 
is where we get the best price.”

Hardy plants
Summer breezes with a hint of salt 
in the air, midwinter thaws that offer 
a brief escape from snow and cold... 
These are reasons why some of us love 
living near the coast, but they also 
explain why many fruit trees and roses 
can’t survive here.  

Corn Hill has a well-deserved rep-
utation as a source of reliably hardy 
plants, particularly fruit trees, kiwis, 
roses and perennials. 

“We have the largest selection of 
plants in Eastern Canada by far with 
more than 1,000 varieties. We grow 
a bit of everything except annuals or 

apples and plums. People wander about, 
listening to live music and sipping 
cider, pressed just moments earlier. 

Osborne recounts a visit from “a 
fellow from Ontario who runs a very 
successful, very large, very well-        
respected garden centre. He was blown 
away by our place.” The manager had 
established his nursery following the 

Fine Art
Pottery

Souvenirs
Seafoam Lavender

Jewellery
Photography

Folk Art
Glass Art

Woodwork
Pewter

PEI Preserves
Stained Glass

Made in the

Artisan Boutique
MARITIMES

Hydrostone Market - Halifax
5527 Young St.    902.406-3232

Sunnyside Mall - Bedford
1595 Bedford Hwy.    902.406-2222

A destination store showcasing fine art and craft from over 150 local artisans

www.madeinthemaritimes.com

 Clockwise from top: seating under the grape arbour; at events such as GrapeFest, live musicians create 
a fun atmosphere at Corn Hill; pollinators of all kinds, like this bumblebee, are welcome at the nursery. 

 Above, left: At Corn Hill, shopping for plants can be a social event. Right: Bruce Marks has worked at 
the nursery for 33 years.
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manage the milking of the cows, Frazer 
is the cheese-maker. His innovative 
approach to creating fine tasting 
cheese has a European flair. He  
flavours his cheese with cranberries, 
blueberries, maple syrup, poppy seeds, 
garlic, peppercorn, caraway, cumin, 
chili, sage, chives and dill. He makes 
two cheddars: one based on the dou-
ble Gloucester recipe, which he calls 
“Knoydart” and the other, a farmhouse 
cheddar in the Welsh tradition, and 
based on the Caerphilly recipe, which 
he calls “Dunmaglass.”  

Old tradition, new potential
Like the milk, the flavoured ingredients 
must be organic. The organic market 
in Nova Scotia is growing, Frazer says. 
“Why shouldn’t a farm be organic in 
Canada?” he asks. “We’ve got acres and 

acres of land not being used.” 
The Hunters appreciate the abun-

dance of land in Canada, knowing its 
scarcity in other parts of the world. 
The couple is from the UK, where 60 
million people live in an area twice the 
size of Nova Scotia. Frazer was born in 
Glasgow, Scotland. Before coming to 
Canada, he lectured at an agricultural 
college in Northumberland, England, 
near where Angela grew up on her  
family’s dairy farm. They immigrated 
to Canada in 1978, first to Cape Breton, 
with the intent to farm sheep, and 
then to Knoydart, where dairy farming 
offered greater potential. Adam, who 
works on the farm full-time with his 
parents, was born in Canada. 

“There’s tremendous opportunity 
here,” Frazer says. 

Frazer makes cheese three days 

From the peak of an escarpment 
on Highway 245 in northeastern 
Nova Scotia, halfway between 

Antigonish and New Glasgow, you 
see the wide, majestic expanse of the 
Northumberland Strait, the crescent-
shaped edge of the land, and a thin 
hint (on a clear day) of Prince Edward 
Island in the distance. From this 
height, the highway—known locally 
as the “Shore Road”—descends into a 
hollow, which rolls down to the ocean 
like an apron. 

Knoydart Farm, the only certified 
organic dairy farm east of Quebec, 
rests in this oasis of beauty, where land 
and water—agriculture and fishing—sit 
side-by-side.  

Frazer and Angela Hunter, who 
own and operate the farm with their 
son, Adam, purchased 100 hectares of 
land, an existing dairy farm, in 1998. 
In 2009, they turned it into a certified 
organic farm and added a cheese-mak-
ing facility. Their initial attraction to 
the location, though, wasn’t the beauty 
of the view from the top of the hill—it 
was the grass.   

“How do you convert grass into a 
product that the consumer wants?” 
Frazer asks, revealing his meticulous 
mind as a farmer with the gift of a  
business sense. “You have to add value,” 
he says. Grass feeds the Hunters’ cows 
all year and the cows produce milk, 
which Frazer converts into cheese. 

That’s the value-added product at 
Knoydart Farm: organic cheddar cheese. 

But the “added value” is also in 
the flavour. While Angela and Adam 

Cranberries and Curds
Organic cheese-making at Knoydart Farm

by Suzanne Stewart
photography by  
Jackson Productions Inc.
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Osborne learns from reading and 
observations. One time he sat under 
a bush and watched ladybug larvae 
devour aphids. 

“The process of watching it made it 
real. You can read about it but watching 
it has a huge impact. Within a day, the 
larvae cleaned out the colony and went 
on to another. It was a revelation that 
nature does take care of itself.”

Branching out
Corn Hill is involved in a community 
project each year, such as donating 
trees to elementary schools. Osborne 
wants children to connect with nature, 
particularly soil.

“Soil itself is kind of a magic thing. 
It sounds crazy but I love physically 
working with my hands in the soil. I 
really think there is a deep connection 
between us and soil. I think there are 

fungi and bacteria in soil that we’ve 
always been in contact with, so when 
you extricate yourself from that  
system and sterilize everything,  
you suffer.”

“I think it’s key to have children 
learn more about our natural environ-
ment,” Osborne explains. “There are 
a lot of very important decisions that 
they will have to make about the envi-
ronment in the future.”

Osborne also has a weekly spot on 
CBC Radio in Moncton during the 
growing season. He called it a “plant 
rant” but CBC prefers the name 
“Cornhill Chronicles.”

During the shows, part call-in, part 
personal essay, Osborne wants “to 
convey the message of humility” and 
stimulate interest in the natural world.  
“The garden is more than the shrubs 
and flowers; it’s everything that goes 
along with it, such as insects. You have 
to deal with those life forms and find 
an ethical way to do so.”

Patience is another recurring theme.
“It’s like finding aphids,” he 

explains. “Your garden is not going 
to be destroyed. But if you go out and 
spray, you kill everything along with 
the aphids, including the bugs that 
would control them. The next aphids 
will be resistant to the spray.”

If you don’t spray, “some beans 
might get eaten but that’s okay; most 
will be fine. You interfere only as much 
as necessary to get a good crop.” 

“If I had one word, it’s ‘relax.’ Let 
nature do its thing.”    

tell people what to do anymore. There’s a 
tremendous degree of loyalty. They love 
to work here.”

Once he asked Donna, his secretary, 
what she would do if she could do any-
thing. “Work here,” she answered. 

Bruce Marks has worked at the nurs-
ery for 33 years and loves it, he says 
with a big grin. “There’s a great group 
of people here. For the first 15 years, I 
learned something new every day. And 
I’m still learning a lot.”

 Fraser, Angela and Adam Hunter at their organic cheese operation, Knoydart Farm.

  Bob Osborne has created a peaceful, almost Zen-like atmosphere at his nursery. 
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“If I had one word,  
it’s ‘relax.’ Let nature  

do its thing”


