
 A 1960 graduate 
of the Western Ontario 
Agricultural School at 
Ridgetown College, 
Don Lobb owned a 
successful farming op-
eration from 1962 to 
1997 in central Huron 
County and was heav-
ily involved in innova-
tion and agricultural 
research.  The farm 
became a model for 
sustainable land use 
for both agriculture 
and nature and at-
tracted visitors from 
six continents.  Over 
the years Lobb has 
worked with and provided on-farm sites for 
more than 50 major - 

The Impact of Don Lobb’s Footprints 
Stretching from Huron County to Peel 
Region and Beyond! 

OSCIA 
Mission Statement 

To communicate and facili-
tate responsible, economic 
management of soil, water, 
air and crops. 

For more information visit 
www.ontariosoilcrop.org�

Don Lobb 1-2 

FarmSmart 3-6 

Provincial Director 7 

Perth Twilight Meet-
ing 

8 

Merv Erb 9 

On Trace/Chervil 10 

OSCIA News 12-15 

Crop Talk 16-25 

EFP/GYFP 26 

FarmSmart Sponsors 28 

Hot Enough 27 

Soil Health 11 

Inside This Issue: 

��������������	
����
������
Huron County Soil & Crop Improvement Assoc. 

Perth County Soil & Crop Improvement Assoc. 

Waterloo County Soil & Crop Improvement Assoc. 

Wellington County Soil & Crop Improvement Assoc. 

����������	
�
���������	�
�������

Heartland Regional Soil & Crop 
Improvement Association 

Serving  Members  o f So i l  and Crop Improvement  Assoc iat ions in the Count ies o f Huron, Perth,  Water loo  and We ll ington 

 

Grassroots innovation since 1939 

Don Lobb, Huron County farmer for 35 years 

���������	
����
	�������
���

continued on page 2 



  
university, government and agri- industry research 
projects.  Many of the projects were post-graduate 
studies and much of the work focused on changes to 
quality and management of soil and the management 
of crops in a conservation setting.  Soil and Water 
Conservation Society, the Soil Conservation Council 
of Canada, the Ontario Institute of Agrologists, the 
University of Guelph and Environment Canada have 
recognized Lobb’s efforts.  Lobb is currently involved 
in the sports turf and equestrian industries including 
facility construction and he maintains a keen and ac-
tive interest in agriculture where he acts as an environ-
mental advocate for the land improvement contractors 
of Ontario, participates on an editorial team for Best 
Management Practices (BMP) manuals and is a direc-
tor for the Peel Soil and Crop Improvement Associa-
tion. Don and his wife, Lillie Ann Morris, live in Cale-
don.  

Don is serving a concurrent term as OSCIA Hon-
ourary President! 
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September 21 – 25, 2010 – IPM 2010, Elgin – St. Tho-
mas.  Check their website often for updates http://
www.ipm2010.com/ 

November 5 – 14, 2010 – Royal Agricultural Winter 
Fair, Exhibition Place, Toronto.  Watch for details at 
http://www.royalfair.org/ 

January 5 & 6, 2011 – 18th Annual Southwest Agricul-
tural Conference.  Mark your calendar and watch for 
details at http://www.southwestagconference.ca/ 

January 12 - 15, 2011 – Innovative Farmers’ Associa-
tion Winter Bus Tour.  Check for details at http://
www.ifao.com/IFAO-Events.html 

Jan 22, 2011 – FarmSmart Agricultural Conference at 
the University of Guelph.  For info: www.uoguelph.ca/
farmsmart�

January 26, 2011 – Centralia Swine Research Up-
date.  Watch for details at http://
www.centraliaswineresearch.ca/proconline.html 
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 About 175 participants gathered in mid-July 
at the University of Guelph’s Elora Research Station 
for this year’s FarmSmart Expo--a hands-on, in-field 
learning opportunity that provides progressive farm 
operators with leading-edge educational seminars 
and workshops to help them develop and advance 
their farm business operations.  

 “In these days of competitive markets and 
shrinking margins, farmers need to explore and take 
advantage of every opportunity to be able to maxi-
mize profit and production with their business,” says 
Gerry Veldhuizen, president of the Golden Horse-
shoe Soil and Crop Improvement Association, one of 
the event sponsors. 

 “The FarmSmart Expo continues to build on 
the success of the FarmSmart Conference—taking 
the theory into the field for hands-on, in-field oppor-
tunities by creating and exploring field issues.  This 
type of learning opportunity provides participants 
with the skills and knowledge needed to avoid prob-
lems or once identified, to solve them,” says Ian 
McDonald, the applied research coordinator with the 
field crop unit of the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, 
Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) and one of the 
event organizers. 

 The daylong event featured eight in-field crop 
diagnostics, demonstration sessions and research 
findings on a variety of topics. 

 The first FarmSmart Expo was held in the 
summer of 2004 and was initiated to offer farmers in 
southwestern Ontario a similar learning opportunity 
to what is offered through similar crop diagnostics  

 

 

 

 

days held at the Ridgetown and Kemptville College 
campuses. 

 The two-day FarmSmart Expo also included a 
rural youth component--a daylong youth program 
that featured barn tours, hands-on activities and in-
field demonstrations of on-farm situations.  

 About 75 4H and rural youth participated in 
this year’s event, and while these numbers are 
slightly lower than last year’s participant numbers, 
organizers were still very excited.  “We had to limit 
capacity to the number of participants that could be 
accommodated at one of the off-site workshops.  The 
youth program was fully subscribed, which is always 
exciting news,” says Julia Whalen, one of the event 
coordinators. 

 The FarmSmart organization started in 1998 
as a conference-only event geared to help educate 
farmers on new topics that might assist them to de-
velop their farming operations.  Since it was first in-
troduced the FarmSmart Conference has grown ex-
ponentially, attracting over 850 people to the January 
2010 event. 

 The University of Guelph, OMAFRA, the 
Golden Horseshoe and Heartland Regional Soil and 
Crop Improvement Associations, 4-H Ontario, the 
Ontario Soil and Crop Improvement Association 
(OSCIA) and various agribusiness partners jointly 
organize the FarmSmart programs. 

By: Anne Howden Thompson 

RCC Golden Horseshoe Soil and Crop Improvement Associa-
tion 
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By: Anne Howden Thompson 

 There are many good reasons to fine tune nitro-
gen strategies. Environmental concerns are one consid-
eration, but from an economic perspective, nitrogen 
accounts for a significant portion of a farm operation’s 
overall crop budget.  “Even with nitrogen prices that 
have fallen considerably over the last two years…
nitrogen prices will most likely see a return to higher 
levels,” Greg Stewart, Ontario Ministry of Agriculture 
Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA) corn specialist 
told farmers at FarmSmart Expo. 

Throughout the summer of 2010 OMAFRA staff 
have been undertaking studies across the province to 
evaluate nitrogen losses from differing forms of nitro-
gen and nitrogen application strategies, focusing pre-
dominantly on losses from ammonia volatization. 

For the study similar nitrogen treatments were ap-
plied to plots to provide diagnostic opportunities for 
visitors to the Ridgetown and Winchester crop diag-
nostic days and FarmSmart Expo in Elora. 

Developed by Dr. John Lauzon and his graduate 
students at the University of Guelph, Stewart says the 
study techniques are relatively simple. 

Nitrogen is applied to the soil and covered with 
chambers to trap the ammonia.  For the purposes of the 
study OMAFRA research stuff used blue municipal 
recycling boxes punctured with holes.  A vial filled 
with material that will react upon contact with ammo-
nia was placed inside the chamber.  The resultant col-
our change provides an indication of the amount of 
ammonia released.   

“The big challenge with the approach is trying to 
come up with a reliable calibration that takes the parts 
per million (ppm) reading in the chamber to an esti-
mate of real world nitrogen losses in pounds per acre,” 
says Stewart. 

 

 

 

The other challenge is that the chambers allow very 
little rainfall to reach the covered soils.  “These losses 
are essentially comparing the potential losses if two 
weeks elapsed after application without rainfall and 
with relatively warm temperatures,” says Stewart. 

Study results show that unincorporated pre-plant 
surface treatment applications had the highest losses 
(see chart, right). “Our best estimates suggested that 
more than 50 per cent of the total nitrogen applied was 
lost due to ammonia volatization,” says Stewart. 

In Ontario Stewart says the vast majority of urea is 
tillage incorporated and he says the results show this is 
quite effective at minimizing losses.  “Even a single 
shallow pass like you might experience with a vertical 
tillage tool cuts losses by 60 per cent,” he says, noting 
an aggressive single pass reduced losses by 84 per 
cent. 

OMAFRA staff will be repeating this work in fu-
ture experiments to confirm their research findings and 
arrive at what Stewart calls “more reliable estimates of 
actual nitrogen losses”-- but he says in the meantime 
the team have developed some “tentative conclusions”: 

It almost always took four to five days before ammonia 
losses were detected even from the surface applied 
urea under relatively warm conditions. (Note that the 
cool conditions that prevail when applying urea to win-
ter wheat fields in March or April will often delay 
volatilization until a rainfall moves the nitrogen into 
the soil matrix.) 

Even fairly modest amounts of tillage can significantly 
reduce the losses from surface broadcast urea. 
(Although this may be less likely if surface plant resi-
due levels are high.) 
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Surface applied urea ammonium nitrate (UAN) seemed 
to be much less prone to loss than urea and a shallow 
incorporation of the UAN essentially dropped losses to 
near zero. 

Surface applications of UAN at side-dress time or poor 
covering of the UAN by the side-dress applicator did 
result in much higher nitrogen losses than correct in-
jection.  Our numbers clearly suggest that it is worth 
the time to get the coulters and injectors working prop-
erly to cover the UAN.  

For those producers using spray rigs to apply UAN 
with streamer nozzles into six inch high corn in early 
June this work does pose reasons to at least consider 
timing, temperature and rainfall forecasts as tools to 
minimize potential nitrogen loss.  Future work will 
provide more detail into pros and cons of this approach 
over N injection.  

Sprayer Cleanout Tips 

 At the FarmSmart Expo OMAFRA engineer 
Helmut Speiser stressed the need for a good clean-out 
regimen that includes cleaning the inside and outside 
of the tank, flushing the boom with water and deter-
gent, cleaning all nozzles, agitation lines, boom ends 
and the whole plumbing system including strainers and 
diaphragms. 

Speiser said contamination damage would appear as 
tiger-like stripes in the field--a distinctive injury pat-
tern that lines up with the dead ends of each section.  

A seven-section boom has nine pieces of individual 
pipe with 18 ends, so how do you flush them out easily 
and quickly? To demonstrate an efficient clean out 
method Speiser placed red dye at the end of a pipe. If 
the end cap is in place there is no movement of the red 
dye at the end of the section, regardless of how long 
you flush or if you slosh the pipe around. There’s just 
no movement of fluid there. Speiser suggested replac-
ing the end cap with a quarter-turn ball valve, directed 
down, or a skidoo fuel shut-off valve. It only takes two 
seconds of flushing and the pipe is clean. 

Why don’t sprayers come with them? They don’t have 
to because you’re not demanding it, says Speiser.  

Karen Dallimore is a freelance writer from Orton, Her 
work regularly appears in Ontario Farmer. 
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Helmut Speiser and Jason Deveau at Farmsmart 
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 Compaction impact has been very visible in 
2010 on Ontario farms.  Heavy equipment such as liq-
uid manure applicators  can cause considerable damage 
to the soil structure of our lands.  This has prompted 
Moorefield-area farmer Jake Kraayenbrink and equip-
ment manufacturers to design a manure tank where you 
can adjust the tire pressure depending onwhether you 
are spreading or travelling down the road to help to re-
duce compaction from manure tanks.  The experimental 
model can deflate the tire in two minutes and the goal is 
to cut it down to 30 seconds.  The basic equipment in-
cludes a hydraulic driven compressor which allows air 
in and out of the tire when on the move.  It is a system 
of hoses and control valves that run air through a rotator 
seal which allows the air to move.  This brand new 
piece of equipment first which was displayed at FarmS-
mart Expo in July will be used in some trials with 
OMAFRA personnel commencing this fall. 
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        The Best Management Practices Farm Tour 
on August 25 sponsored by the Georgian Region 
Soil and Crop Improvement Association and the 
Drinking Water Source Protection took us to sites 
where farmers have made use of the cost share 
programs to assist with the building and purchase 
of items to improve water stewardship on their 
farms.  The first stop though took us to the Well 5 
Memorial site on the outskirts of Walkerton.  
Standing in front of the memorial plaque and 
reading the final words…. 

..is one of those moments that I will never forget.  
For those of us who think that they are too busy to 
worry about water and environment conservation 
just ask Dr Dave Biesenthal how it affected his 
life.  Thank goodness he was able to present such 
a professional approach to farming and had the 
documents to prove his actions.  Life would have 
been a lot worse for him and for us if he couldn’t 
have done that. 

Now that they had our attention Brian Luinstra, a 
hydrogeologist with the Drinking Water Source 
Protection program explained how water moves 
from the surface to the aquifer and the effect of 
different types of bedrock.  It is a rare opportunity 
to glimpse what happens underground.  The rest 
of the tour showed us how farmers had contained 
nutrients from manure runoff from filter strips to 
covered storages, chemical storage and applica-
tion and the use of cover crops.  A highlight was 
the soil pit that Keith Reid used to explain again 
what was under our feet. 

 

Two of the most useful quotes of the day that I 
will remember are “ People around here realize 
that the unthinkable can happen and are more 
ready to make sure that they are doing all that 
they can to prevent it happening.”  and the other 
one was “ we think of the structures and expen-
sive means of containing manure but really in 
most cases the most effective means of reducing 
runoff are the inexpensive projects using berms, 
eaves troughs and other means of keeping the 
clean water from becoming brown in the first 
place.”   Too often we get paralyzed in thinking 
about the big solutions and overlook what we can 
do immediately to improve if not totally fix a 
problem.  The strength of the EFP workshops and 
books is that they do offer some steps along the 
way not just yes/no answers. 

Mark your calendars now for September 13.  
Georgian Region Soil and Crop Improvement As-
sociation and the Ontario Canola Growers Asso-
ciation will be co-sponsoring a vertical tillage day 
at the farm of Brian Wiley, Meaford.  What for 
details. 

 It is hard to believe that fall and winter 
meetings are around the corner.  Check out the 
new OSCIA website for coming events and results 
of demonstrations across the province.  There is a 
new search engine in the site which makes 
“finding” much easier.  Looking at a display of 
telephones at the museum of Science and Tech-
nology this summer I realized that not many of us 
use dial phones anymore.  I throw out a challenge 
to myself and to you to try out some of the newer 
technology available and progress a little further 
down the line in that display.  It just might make 
our lives easier.  Tell me how you do. 

 

Submitted by Joan McKinlay, 2nd Vice President, OSCIA 

“It is hoped that all those who visit this loca-
tion will reflect upon the multiple causes of 
the tragedy and will be filled with a renewed 
reverence for the comprehensive stewardship 
of the waters that sustain us all.” 
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Perth County Soil and Crop Improvement Asso-
ciation held their annual Twi-light meeting at their 
demonstration farm outside of Bornholm across the 
road from Huron Tractor.  A good turnout of interested 
farmers toured the plots and visually evaluated the dif-
ferences in some of the trials that are ongoing at the 
farm.   

Countryview Farms Helicoper Services dis-
played their custom aerial crop spraying over the dem-
onstration farm.  The company utilizes a GPS system 
that allows them to spray with good accuracy in large 
flat fields or in the odd shaped hilly terrain.  The Trac 
Map system is capable of recording data and lets the 
producer and applicator know what was sprayed, when 
and where.  They utilize the Apollo Spray System 
which they believe gives them the maximum applica-
tion efficiency that is required in Southwestern Ontario. 

 

 

An update on RTK—Real Time Kinematics 
was presented to the audience by Rob Boyces from the 
AMS Department of Huron Tractor .  

  

 Rob showed producers the advantages of the 
new technologies that are now available to get farmers 
started or to expand their precision farming applica-
tions.  The new AutoTrac RTK uses either a local, 
groundbased receiver from a mobile tripod or a perma-
nent structure which provides a higher level of correc-
tion signal to the previous systems.  The system boasts 
of within one-inch of accuracy.  With this technology, 
Rob feels that it is a new way of looking at your farm 
and the way you farm. 
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A Colourful Year So Far—not Over 
Yet!! 

 

 

 

 

Merv’s theme at the Perth Twilight Meeting was the 
colourful year that we have been having in 2010.   

The year started with yellow patches found in the 
wheat crop near the end of April.  Closer evaluation 
determined that these tough spots were wheat having 
some difficult issues.  Tissue and soil tests were taken 
and evaluated.  Some areas showed there was no or-
ganic matter and no aerobic life left in the soil.  He rec-
ognized that often these issues were found in a knoll or 
on a side of a hill. 

From colourful wheat to colourful corn. Mistakes 
with plugged nozzles, compaction, and poor drainage 
of land have made for some very noticeable issues in 
2010. 

Colourful soybeans.  Merv’s pictures demonstrated 
what compaction could do to the crop by visibly seeing 
in the crop of beans every pass of the cultivator and 
tractor.  Compacted soil does not allow for oxygen 
needed for plant growth.  Trash in no-tilled fields has 
also lead to some interesting colours as well as loss of 
inoculants for the past two years.   

Colourful Edible Beans 

Pictures showed edible beans drowning in some heavy 
down pours as well as becoming sun scalded.  The 
weather this year has been conducive to illustrating 
exactly where the tire tracks are from equipment and 
the tile runs.   

 At the time of the meeting, it was a colourful 
time of year with crown vetch settling into wheat fields 
along with Canadian thistles.  The colourful presenta-
tion was well received by the audience.    

     PROGRAMS, SERVICES and RESOURCES 

OMAFRA Website: www.ontario.ca/omafra�

Agricultural Information Contact Centre: 1-877-424-1300 
or e-mail ag.info.omafra@ontario.ca�

Nutrient Management Line: 1-866-242-4460 or e-mail 
nman.omafra@ontario.ca�

Growing Forward Information Line: 1-888-479-3931 or e-
mail growingforward@ontario.ca 

 

Merv Erb, Agri-Solve 
Inc. is an independent 
certified professional 
crop consultant.   



�Wanting to Access EFP Funds?  
Have you applied for your Premise 

Identification Number? 

 A new prerequisite to access Environmental 
Farm Plan funds requires you to register your farm with 
OnTrace.  OnTrace is the industry-led not-for-profit cor-
poration created to lead food traceability programs and 
initiatives in the province of Ontario. A Premise Identi-
fication Number is a unique number that is registered 
with the Ontario Agri-Food Premise Registry to be able 
to locate where agricultural and agri-food activities oc-
cur in Ontario.  A Premise I.D. is assigned to a parcel of 
land which is linked to that specific property and stays 
the same if the land is sold.    The OnTrace traceability 
system is designed to track products through the agri-
food chain.  It provides transparency about what a prod-
uct is, where a product is and when it moves. 

Benefits: 

�� Strengthens branded programs and access to local 
and export markets by enabling agriculture and 
the agri-food industry in Ontario to become more 
innovative and competitive 

�� Provides unique premises verification which helps 
to manage feed and supply deliveries 

�� Increases consumer confidence in the quality, ori-
gin and safety of their food 

�� Helps retail businesses be more effective and effi-
cient in the supply chain management. 

�� Has the ability for industry and government to 
react quickly in the event of an emergency 

To apply: 

Contact OnTrace: 519-766-9292 or toll free 1-888-388-
7223 or on line @ www.ontraceagrifood.com 

�� Fill out the application form. All farming or agri-
cultural activities must be included.  Access to 
Municipality Assessment Roll Number is key to 
filling out this form. 

�� Submit your application. Your Premises Identifi-
cation ID number will be assigned to you and a 
Premise Identification Number Certificate will be 
issued. 

�� There is no cost to the producer as it is a program 
funded through the Ontario Ministry of Agricul-
ture, Food and Rural Affairs. 

 With Canada increasing their trade with other 
countries, traceability and food safety practices must 
comply with both countries’ legislation to ensure a pros-
perous trade relationship.  Having the ability to trace 
products through the agri-food chain is being demanded 
by consumers and having information in place in the 
event of an agri-food emergency has evolved the prem-
ise identification in being the first step to build an effec-
tive traceability system.   

Environmental Farm Plan representatives have the infor-
mation on Premise Identification and are encouraging 
farmers to register if they wish to access the EFP pro-
gram. 

 �Chervil (Anthriscus Sylvestris) 

Noxious Weed:     Chervil is a weed not unlike Wild 
Carrot or Queen Anne’s Lace but it blooms much earlier 
in mid May.  It was introduced to Grey County as an 
herb or decorative flower but since that time it has flour-
ished in fencerows, along river banks in road ditches 
and spreads rapidly over undisturbed  ground.  It was 
designated a noxious weed in Grey county during the 
mid 90’s when people were alarmed with its spread.  
While this was a good first step there wasn’t a coordi-
nated effort and control wasn’t effective.     

  The Grey County Soil and Crop Improvement 
Association, the County of Grey and the Ontario Forage 
Council began talks during last summer and identified 
the threat that this weed poses for agriculture in the 
county especially for the hay producing areas.  During 
the winter, two meetings were held with the Weed In-
spectors working within the county and other interested 
persons.  Information about the weed and how it grows 
as well as proposed control measures to reduce its 
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 spread were discussed.  Mike Cowborough, OMA-
FRA Weed Specialist has been involved with these 
discussions and has helped the group to make contact 
with weed scientists at the University of Guelph.  Re-
search plots have been set up to determine the best 
methods of control. 

     This year has been used to identify the areas where 
the weed is growing.  Information was mailed to all 
residents with a picture and information so that they 
will be able to identify the weed.  Starting this fall the 
County of Grey will be leading by example by control-
ling the weed on the roadsides. 

      The strength of all these groups working together 
will help to accomplish what none could do by them-
selves.  With increased awareness hopefully more peo-
ple will become involved with chervil’s control and 
the Weed Act can be used to effectively control this 
weed from creeping into productive fields.  This is 
truly a success story of groups working together and 
using the power of the Weed Act to proactively man-
age a weed problem that is threatening agricultural 
production.   

 

Chervil  is a biennial perennial 
of the parsley family. Seed-
lings develop into a rosette 
during its first year; in the sec-
ond year, the plants produce 
hollow flower stems, usually 1 m tall (can reach 2 m). 
The stems are branched and covered in soft hairs, par-
ticularly near the base. The leaves are alternate, nearly 
hairless, and divided into smaller, fernlike leaflets. The 
base of each leaf surrounds the stem. Tiny, white flow-
ers with 5 notched petals bloom from late May to early 
July of the second year. Individual flower stems form 
a small cluster. The flowers of several of these small 
umbels together form a larger umbel resembling an 
umbrella. The thick taproot of wild chervil has lateral 
buds at the top of the root which allow for resprouting. 
The taproot of mature plants may be up to 2 m deep. 
Wild chervil is difficult to control because of its ex-
tremely deep taproot and its resistance to herbicides. 

Soil Health Project in Second Year—Adam 
Hayes, Soil Management Specialist—Field Crops 

Funding was received from the Grain Farmers of On-
tario to continue a project to evaluate the Cornell Soil 
Health Assessment for Ontario.  Anne Verhallen, 
Adam Hayes in collaboration with David Hooker and 
Bill Deen, both from the University of Guelph, began 
the project in 2009 by sampling their long term tillage 
and rotation plots.  This year the sampling continued 
on long term tillage and cropping plots run by Agricul-
ture and Agri-Food Canada in Delhi and Ottawa.  Ap-
proximately 100 samples were also taken from farms 
across the province. 

The assessment uses 12 indicators of soil chemical, 
physical and biological properties to provide a soil 
health score.  For the chemical indicators higher scores 
are obtained for adequate pH, and high but not exces-
sive nutrient levels.  Soils that are free from compac-
tion, have good available water capacity and have 
good aggregate stability (soil aggregates resist break-

down by water) receive higher physical indicator 
scores.  Good biological scores are achieved in soils 
with good organic matter levels, soils that cycle or-
ganic matter and nitrogen readily and soils with few 
root diseases. 

The preliminary results from the first year show 
greater aggregate stability and slightly better organic 
matter scores for no-till compared to conventional till-
age.  Crop rotations with three or more crops in them 
or rotations that include perennial legume crops 
achieved better soil health scores than continuous corn 
or soybeans or two crop rotations.  Crop rotations that 
included legume crops received higher scores for ni-
trogen cycling than rotations without legumes which 
would be expected.   Aggregate stability can be im-
proved by increasing soil organic matter levels, reduc-
ing tillage and including cereal or grass crops in the 
rotation.  Organic matter levels can be increased by 
growing crops that return a lot of organic residues to 
the soil, adding manures, composts or biosolids, in-
cluding cover crops and reducing tillage. 
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Hot Enough for Ya? 

Our conversations tend to be predictable unlike 
the weather. 

 Canadians spend an awful lot of time discuss-
ing weather.  More specifically, we spend an awful 
lot of time complaining about the weather.  It’s really 
our national pastime.  Sure, our passion may be 
hockey—but the truth is, we spend more time think-
ing, lamenting and cursing about the elements than 
anything else. 

 You can walk up to a complete stranger and 
say, “Hot enough for you?’ and they will respond by 
saying, “It’s friggin dry too eh?”  And that will lead 
to a very pleasant 10 minute conversation.  Try doing 
that with any other topic!  If you’re standing in line at 
the grocery store and pleasantly state that you think 
all reality television is mind numbing tripe and that 
those who watch it shouldn’t be allowed to vote, 
some folks will take offence.  I tried to have a chat 
with senior people about the relative merits of eutha-
nasia—not well received.  But you could walk into a 
biker bar in North Bay in February, wearing an ascot 
and plaid knickers, and if the first thing out of your 
mouth is “Frozen Holy Water, it’s nippy out there!’ 
the patrons will all quote the latest weather report. 

 And like snowflakes, every weather report is 
different.  Everyone has a service that they swear by 
and will consequently plan their daily, or even weekly 
activities based on this data.  It’s gotten to the point 
that many people don’t even look out their window.  
If the forecast from three days ago called for rain to-
day you plan for those inside jobs even if the sun is 
shining.  On the other hand, if the forecast from three 
days ago said it would be sunny and warm, you will 
work in  a blizzard as that is what was planned. 

 By contrast, my grandmother only looked out 
the window.  She didn’t trust weathermen with their 
crazy hocus-pocus wizardry, employing implements 
like radar and satellites.  She had an elaborate system 
of weather prediction based on the various flora and 

fauna around the barnyard, and the “signs” in the sky.  
If sayings like “red sky at night, sailors delight” are 
the Grade One of organic forecasting, my grand-
mother had a PhD.   

   Rainfall is apparently linked to whether or not 
cows lie down.  Horses always turn to face an oncom-
ing storm.  Dogs can sense a tornado two days before 
it happens.  “It’s going to snow: the chickens are 
roosting on top of the pigs.”  She could predict the 
vagaries of Mother Nature with remarkable accuracy.  
I’d put her up against Environment Canada anytime. 

 Many places have actually derived their cul-
tural identity from their weather.  Vancouver is 
known for incessant rain; St. John’s for its jeezely 
fog.  When you think of Winnipeg, you think of that 
icy wind at Portage and Main that’s cold enough to 
freeze the nuts off a tractor and strong enough to blow 
them into the Assiniboine River.  Calgary has Chi-
nooks and Ontario has humidity.  Each place wears its 
weather like a badge of honour.  “Oh it may be hot 
where you live, but it’s not like the heat we have 
here!” or “Sure baseball-sized hail is bad, but ‘round 
here it’s often times the size of a small child.” 

 I once heard a man from India say the biggest 
shock of his move to Canada was the fact that the 
weather could actually kill him.  The idea that some-
one might die if they went outside improperly dressed 
was unbelievable to him. 

 Maybe that’s the reason that we talk about the 
weather so much—it’s a survival instinct left over 
from the days before central heating and cars, where 
heading out into the snow without knowing a storm 
was coming, or not having enough wood chopped for 
winter, could mark the end of you. Whatever the 
reason, our obsession isn’t ending anytime soon.  

 Doug Breen teaches Pesticide Safety and, is board member of OGSA 

My grandmother would count the number of 
grains on a head of wheat and tell you what the 

winter was going to be like. 
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