
Christine Allen’s foray into gardening 
started when she and her husband 

bought a run-down Kerrisdale house 
in the 1980s. The house was previously 
owned by a Mrs. Plant. 

“Part of  what was really appealing 
about the house was this great garden,” 
Christine says. “You realize very quickly 
with gardens that if  they are not main-
tained they disappear, so one of  us had to 
look after the garden and that fell to me.”

Originally from Sydney, Australia, 
Christine had previously had no interest 
in gardens. “I was a career woman and a 
feminist. Gardening was lumped in with 
stuff like cooking and sewing and knitting 
and things like that.”

Once she decided to maintain her 
new garden, Christine threw herself  
into the job. She enrolled in the Mas-
ter Gardener’s program at VanDusen 
Botanical Garden, became a volunteer, 
read everything she could get her hands 
on, and was soon leading tours for Van-
Dusen, giving lectures at garden clubs 
and writing articles for horticultural 
magazines. She fell in love with ram-
bling roses, joined the Vancouver Rose 
Society, and ten years later she became 
its president.

Her books include A Year at Killara 
Farm, Roses for the Pacific Northwest, and 
Gardens of  Vancouver with Collin Varner.

Christine’s illustrated talk on April 
26 will show how gardens have devel-
oped and changed alongside the city of  
Vancouver, as well as a look at some early 
gardening pioneers.

“Gardens have been part of  the 
development of  Vancouver from the be-
ginning and have evolved with the chang-

ing times and changing fashions just as 
houses have,” she says. 

B.T. Rogers, Vancouver’s sugar 

king, was known for his garden and con-
servatory, she says. 

“He was immensely proud of  his 
‘Gloire de Dijon’ rose that grew on a cor-
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Much of  the poetry of  
Vancouver, for me at 

least, is vintage neighbour-
hoods and gardens where 
people have planted flowers 
and shrubs and trees sim-
ply for the pleasure of  it. It 
is the individuality of  them 
– little art pieces by people 
who probably don’t consider 
themselves artists – that dis-
tinguishes these streets from 
the newer, denser, more urban ones, where a single ar-
chitect or landscaper has been able to paint a large can-
vas with one great big brush. 

It’s about scale and visual delight, about savour-
ing dappled sunlight on the side of  an old building, or 
returning every year to see the snowdrops in February 
or the lavender in July. It invites contemplation in a city 
obsessed with fast-paced newness. 

Another of  the pleasure-gardening cultures, Ja-
pan’s, has two concepts that transfer well to Vancouver’s 
old gardens: wabi (侘), the imperfect quality of  any ob-
ject; and sabi (寂), the beauty or serenity that comes 
with age. Both are a contrast with the sleek lines and 
machine-made surfaces of  any modern city. Ironically, 
this city obsessed with being “green” institutes zoning 
and taxation policies that make it difficult to keep any 
open space. “Green” is one of  those mutable words, like 
“heritage.”

Without doubt, historic pleasure-gardening in 
Vancouver was largely a middle-class, Anglo pursuit. 
And yet it persists in the planted boulevards of  small 
houses in Mount Pleasant and Grandview, in the “Ital-
ian flags” (fig trees) outside Vancouver Specials on the 
East Side, and in the potted flowers on condo balconies. 
It is true that more people seem to grow vegetables now, 
but there is pleasure in growing them too, and it’s not as 
if  the stores are running out of  food.

Christine Allen, our April speaker, is a pleasure-
gardener. Her garden gives pleasure to the chickadees 
and juncos who feed from it in the winter and nest in 
it in the spring. If  she’s in the front garden, strangers 
stop and talk to her. There is a kind of  community in it 
that all the plazas, condo towers and civic festivals can’t 
achieve.

She has a deep understanding of  the evolution of  
the city’s planted places since their settler beginnings. I 
can attest to it, as I am “Mr. Allen.”

Michael Kluckner
presidentvhs@gmail.com
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ner of  his verandah and had his family 
photographed in front of  it,” she says. “It 
was part of  a sign of  your wealth if  you 
had an elaborate garden and they were 
elaborate in those days. The McRaes at 
Hycroft in Shaughnessy are a perfect ex-
ample—they put an awful lot of  time, ef-
fort and money into their garden.”

Vancouver, she says, does not have 
a unique style of  garden.

“Like everything else about Van-
couver, we are part of  the new world. 
Our citizens come from everywhere and 
our gardens borrow from everywhere,” 
she says. “The wonderful thing about 
Vancouver is that its climate makes it one 
of  the few places in the world that can 
grow plants ranging from tiny arctic tun-
dra plants to palm trees.”

Christine and her husband moved 
to Australia in 2006 and returned to 
Vancouver five years later. They bought 
a 1912 house in Grandview that was in 
rough shape. 

There were the remains of  a vege-
table garden, some peonies, and the front 
lawn was more buttercups than grass. 

“I started to build a new garden 

and aimed to have something interesting 
to look at all year round.”

For her, a plant has to do more 
than one thing. 

“It can’t just have some flowers. 
It’s got to have beautiful leaves, or it has 
to have interesting fruits or great foliage 
or it has to have a really elegant shape in 
the middle of  winter. It has to have some-
thing more than just a single moment of  
glory.” 

Take the lavender hedge that Chris-
tine planted in the front of  the house. It’s 
practical year-round, but when it’s in 
bloom people in the neighbourhood will 
stop to smell it and small children will run 
their hands along it. 

Gardens do more than just look 
pretty. They help to build a community, 
and they help to support the biosphere, 
she says.

And, that’s a problem in a city like 
Vancouver where heritage houses and 
their established gardens are coming 
down at an alarming rate. 

“I’m concerned that people are 
building bigger and bigger houses so 
there is less and less room for a garden,” 
says Christine. 

The VHS invites everyone to attend our 
monthly talks. Admission for non-members 
is by donation. Talks are held at the Mu-
seum of Vancouver, 1100 Chestnut Street 
(in Vanier Park) at 7:30 p.m. on the fourth 
Thursday of every month except June, July, 
August and December.

Thursday September 27, 2018
Housing Vancouver, 1972-2017: 

The Long View on a Present Crisis
David Ley, Professor of Urban Geog-

raphy, UBC (Ret.)  

In 1972 Vancouver was in transition 
from an industrial to a post-indus-
trial city. By 2017 it had become a 
gateway for flows of  global capital 
and labour and housing as an in-
vestment asset. A growth coalition 
bound politics and property devel-
opers, while government turned a 
blind eye to community costs and 
real estate irregularities. What is 
new about the current housing cri-
sis, who is responsible, and what can 
we learn? 

May 24, 2018
Emily Patterson: The Heroic Life 

of a Milltown Nurse
Lisa Anne Smith, Docent and Curator

Born in Bath, Maine, Emily Patter-
son arrived in the Pacific Northwest 
with her husband and children in 
1862. The family travelled through 
Oregon and settled in the sawmill-
ing communities of  Hastings Mill 
and later Moodyville. Emily was 
often the only person available in 
the area to provide the services of  
midwife, nurse, and doctor, and she 
looked after both Indigenous and 
pioneer residents of  the area.

Upcoming Speakers
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Brenda Peterson’s cottage garden in Kitsilano complements her 1911 Craftsman-style 
house. PHOTO CHRISTINE ALLEN



At 11:15 on the morning of  March 
6, 1945, with an end to the Second 

World War in sight, the first of  four explo-
sions rocked the 10,000-ton freighter S.S. 
Greenhill Park, a Vancouver-built Liberty 
Ship, as it loaded cargo for Australia at 
Canadian Pacific Pier B near the foot of  
Burrard Street.  Eight men died instantly, 
including six longshoremen and two sea-
men; 19 other workers were injured, and 
seven firemen ended up in hospital. “Ex-
ploding cargo rained down from the sky 
for 15 minutes,” the Vancouver Maritime 
Museum’s website recounts. “Pickles fell 
like green hail, and sunglasses were found 
as far (away) as Lumbermen’s Arch in 
Stanley Park.”  Glass was blown out of  
windows in nearby office blocks.  

Adds Vancouver historian Chuck 
Davis: the Greenhill Park explosions were 
“easily the most spectacular and disastrous 
event in the port’s history.”  

Indeed, the Maritime Museum’s 
Len McCann told the Vancouver Histori-
cal Society in a 1996 talk that it could have 
been far worse, on a scale with the horren-
dous 1917 Halifax harbour explosion that 

killed more than 1800 people.
On March 6, 2018, the Greenhill Park 

disaster was remembered at the Vancou-
ver Convention Centre when a new inter-
pretive panel was dedicated at a site locat-
ed along the Centre’s eastside promenade, 
across from what was once Pier BC. It was 
unveiled by the BC Labour Heritage Cen-
tre on behalf  of  the Vancouver Longshore 
Pensioners (ILWU), adding to the more 
than twenty such plaques erected by the 
Labour Heritage Centre to recount the 
history of  working people on the Vancou-
ver waterfront.  

What is intriguing about the plaque 
is how it addresses the mystery of  why 
the explosion happened.  A commis-
sion of  inquiry concluded that the cause 
was “improper stowage of  combustible, 
dangerous and explosive material…and 
the ignition by a lighted match.” “Dan-
gerous” hardly describes the proximate 
location in the hold of  94 tonnes of  so-
dium chlorate, described by labour law-
yer John Stanton as similar in effect to 
gunpowder; six tonnes of  signal flares; 
and several barrels of  overproof  (60 per-

cent) whisky. They were “three volatile 
ingredients, waiting for a spark.”

The report’s reference to a “lighted 
match” was clearly an educated guess, 
because no match could be found in such 
an explosion. This theory gained further 
credence years later when, according to 
the Maritime Museum, “a deathbed con-
fession” revealed that a few of  the men 
had been “siphoning whiskey from the 
barrels,” and a match, lit to provide light, 
had ignited the fumes from the spilt liquor. 
Stanton concedes that there had been dif-
ficulty getting men to stop smoking in the 
ship’s hold. But he observes as well that 
the fault attached to the longshoremen 
for broaching liquor may have revealed “a 
cultivated prejudice” against longshore-
men who were viewed by some as “thieves, 
thugs, or worse,” a prejudice that proved 
useful to employers in union negotiations.  

Without hard evidence of  the ex-
plosion’s cause, perhaps we should leave 
the last word to the retired pensioners.  
As the newly dedicated historical panel 
concludes, “Nobody told them they were 
working on a floating bomb.”   

The Greenhill Park Disaster

SUPPORT THE VHS: Join online today at www.vancouver-historical-society.ca 

The Greenhill Park explosion killed eight men on March 6, 1945. CITY OF VANCOUVER ARCHIVES 586-3838

By Bob McDonald   

http://www.vancouver-historical-society.ca/

