Victory Gardens in the War Years
By Rod Fraser

Advertisement for Victory Gardens during the War Years [1].

-2‘Victory Gardens’ were first promoted by the
Canadian government during the First World War.
While the research on those years is scanty, this is
not true for similar gardens during WWII. There is a
nice piece on them by Ian Mosby in the Canadian
Encyclopedia and I found more information on such
gardens in a number of online sources.
The idea was simple enough. The war required
most of the available young men in the country for
military service in Europe. This would leave a
shortage of workers in the farms and factories that
were expected to keep the war effort going. Women
were hired to do some of this factory work. Older
men and those exempt from military service did
what they could to help. But factories were still short
staffed and farmers were particularly hard hit. It was
hard to grow food and run a farm without a steady
supply of labour provided by young men.
It

was

felt

by

many

in

government

that

encouraging urban families to grow vegetables in
their front and back yards would produce much
needed food for the home population, and help with
the shortage of farm labour mentioned above.
Others were skeptical. Could ‘Victory Gardens’
really contribute that much to the war effort? Urban
gardeners were unlikely to know what they were
doing, and even if they did, their garden plots were

-3too small to make a difference.
Urban gardeners would require tools and seeds
that could be more profitably employed elsewhere.
Far better to rely on rural folk, who were in the habit
of keeping gardens, and knew what they were doing.
Those in favour of urban gardens pointed out the
idea was popular among Canadians, who were eager
to take on this patriotic task. Growing food locally
would free up railcars and trucks to move soldiers,
armaments and supplies to the war front. It would
provide

additional

food

locally

(where it

was

needed), at a time when farmers simply didn’t have
the labour to do the job themselves.

Picture of a Victory Garden during the war years [2].

It seems the detractors were wrong. Urban
gardeners did struggle for the first year or two. But

-4as

they

gained

experience,

they

contributed

substantially to the war effort. According to the
Canadian Encyclopedia, “at its 1944 peak … upward
of 209,200 victory gardens were in operation …
producing a total of 57,000 tons of vegetables.”
Urban gardens were popping up everywhere. The
policy was considered an unqualified success.
It seems most of the urban gardens were started
and maintained by higher income Canadians. Over
80% of gardens were planted in the front and back
yards of people who owned their own home. The
remaining gardens were planted in vacant lots or in
parks around the city.
Part of the appeal of urban gardens was the fear
of war and the desire of ordinary people to become
more

self-sufficient.

People

reasoned,

“it’s

a

frightening world out there; perhaps we should
prepare ourselves for a time when there might be
food shortages.”
In researching this article, I spoke to a friend who
was a youngster during the war years. Ken came
from a small town, so unfortunately, he had nothing
to contribute to the topic of urban gardens of the
early 1940s. But his parents did plant and maintain
a garden during his childhood. I thought it might be
interesting for my readers to see what Ken had to
say about this in his own words (slightly edited).

-5I don’t think my parents had a garden because of
the war. I think they had always done so, from
the time they were a young married couple. It was
another way of padding the bank account.
Our house at the time, had a long deep lot with
lots of sunshine. Approximately 2/3 of the yard
was devoted to the garden. Raspberry and strawberry plants were at the far end, and a long path
down the middle of the garden allowed access to
the various vegetables they grew.
For example, the potatoes were near the house,
so when Mom was hilling the potatoes, she would
walk down the middle path mentioned earlier,
then move to a side path where she could access
the potato plants. She would work her magic with
her hoe and leave her potatoes free of weeds.
At some point, my parents moved to a smaller
house, but they still maintained a garden. This
one was smaller, perhaps the size of a single car
garage plus another ten feet.
After my father passed away, my mother still
continued on with the garden. My brother and I
convinced her to reduce its size. Even when she
hit 90, she still had a small garden. It was a labour
of love for her.
Ken told me the potatoes were harvested each

-6year in the late fall (after the first frost), when
they were sure to have a sturdy skin that would
get them through the winter. They were stored in
a part of the coal cellar, where a window was left
open to keep them from rotting. They usually
lasted until spring, when the potatoes that were
left had sprouted and were then used to grow a
new crop.
Another friend of a similar age (Ray) told me his
parents also maintained a garden during the thirties
and forties in Renfew. Their home had a double lot
and the extra lot was used to maintain a garden. Ray
claimed the garden was a necessity to keep the
family fed during the 30s and 40s.
Ray’s father cut hair in a room at the front of the
house and repaired shoes in another room at the
rear of the house. Coupled with their garden and a
deer or two shot each fall, the family never wanted
for food at any time during Ray’s upbringing.
With Ray’s family, the garden was a fact of life
during the depression and war years. But in the
postwar years, when regular work was available and
better paid, Ray’s dad purchased his vegetables at
the store. He gave up his garden readily and never
looked back.
Today I see community gardens around town, and a

-7number of neighbours are growing their own
vegetables in their back yards. This morning the
Vicar at St. Johns spotted us looking at the church’s
community garden and told us they are thirty-three
plots available for rent at an annual rental of $35.
All the spots are taken and there is a waiting list of
five people eager to try their hand at gardening
when a plot becomes available.
I can see why. You can learn a new skill, meet
some interesting people, experience the taste of
fresh vegetables, and reason that if the future isn’t
promising, you can always plant a garden to help
keep you and your family properly fed.
* * *
[1] and [2] - Pictures taken from an article by Ian
Mosby in The Canadian Encyclopedia.
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