Barry Connors and his son Harry with their seven-acre garlic crop in Northampton, N.B.

by Brigitte Rivers

Barry Connors is a licensed carpenter turned garlic grower.
Bucking the out-migration trend, he has returned to his fam-
ily and farming roots in New Brunswick’s Saint John River
Valley.

“I wanted to get out of the carpentry,” he says. "1 did it out
west for eight years —camp jobs, flying back and forth between
my shifts. When COVID hit, my son was one. I decided to
retire from working away from home, (0 be with him.”

Starting a business on the family farm in Northampton,
Which was established by his great-grandfather in 1926, .felt
like a good fit. “I own it now,” he says. “I'm an only child,
and I'll pass it down to my son.” _

Sincethe pandemic, more peopleare interested in SUpporting
'ocal food, says Connors, and they are also becoming 1NCreas-
Ingly health conscious, which includes eating more gar.hc.
.HB Plans to tap into a growing niche market by p _
" Portion of hi crop as “black garlic,” which he first tried

ab =
YUt10 years ago when it was served as an hors d’oeuvre at
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growing garlic,

: as well as processing it into black garlic.
[ use a

Speci | : -
= , Pecial machine | bought from China,” he says.
Ou can't get them in Canada.”

Last i
year, Connors ramped up production, planting seven

acres for the 2022 season. Growing the business required

significant investments. had to purchase 10,000 pounds of
seed that I planted last fall. I have a carlic -::rrading machine, |
ordered a larger black garlic ‘fermenting’ n?aehine and | ha;e
a*harvester coming from France, out of Ontarig ”!he says. “I
hired a guy out of Halifax that’s doing the meujketins.z -

. and
website.” &

As a fourth-generation farmer, Connors knows the im-
portance of mitigating risks and prioritizing quality. He has
adopted current best practices, such as cover cropping and
CTOp rotation, as well as leveraging science and technology
(0 maximize crop health.

“I use an agricultural consultant, Av Singh, and I had all
my garlic tested by A&L Laboratories in Ontario. I send them
so1l and plant tissue samples in the fall and spring — and other
times too, if I need to — so I can get a healthier, disease-free
product. For example, if they're lacking a bit in something, I
can correct that.”

At the same time, Connors says he limits chemical mputs,
steering toward more natural solutions as much as possible.
The first step in preparing a field is an application of nutrient-
rich compost, followed by a cover crop of brown mustard
and buckwheat, which improves soil health and cuts down
on diseases.

Another important ingredient is disease-free seed, selected
for size. “I use Music garlic, a hardneck variety. It’s good for
around this area. You plant it in the fall — say, three to five
weeks before freeze-up. You let it establish a root base, but

don’t plant it too early so it sprouts up out of the ground,” he
says. “Once freeze-up starts, it goes dormantover winter, then
it’ll come up right away in spring.”

Connors uses a four-row planter, then adds a thick layer
of straw mulch to help hold the moisture and protect the seed
throughout the winter. That protective blanket also suppresses
weed competition, whichcans gnificantly reduce garlic growth.

In late spring, the scapes have to be hand-picked — which

s a lot of work, but well worth the effort. “You can increase
vour bulb size by 25 percent Or morc when you harvest the

scapes,” Connors says. 1 sel

sarlic-scape sausages. He a
of minced garlic in oil.”

| scapes to alocal store that makes
so takes my garlic, and does jars

Harvest time is around the end of July. As with planting,

the timing 1S critical. “You

know it’s ready when you see

'wo to three dead leaves down at the bottom of the plant, and

around six leaves left. That’s how many protective wraps or

shells there are around the bulb.”

The next steps are to dry and cure the garlic,
temperature- and hu midi[y-(:()ll[l‘f)”ﬂd seacontal
be shipped to customers. In addition to seed set asjde
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then store It in

ETS, ready 1o

Lor hig
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d Iestaurant in nearby Florenceville-Bristol.

. “Tliked it, and started to find out more about it,” he says.
[ Was impressed by how many more health benefits it has

than regular raw garlic. We already know garlic’s good for

you, bla(:‘k garlic is basically a superfood.”

saizljtsz?] :1“ ASiE:ln cuisine fOf‘ hundreds of years, black garlic 1s
. Ve arich, caramelized, savory flavour, and a texture

Similar to a date, As an added bonus, it lacks the lingering,
pungent smel] of fresh garlic.

4 ginze;r[;lf nay blacl:; garlic’s fermented, but technically iF’ s an
A Chemj:SiS, a Maillard reaction,” says Connors, referring to
controlle E change t.hat can be brought about with carefully
Learnjp ea;, Creating a browning effect on foods. |

MOtivate gha i tth reputed health benefits of black garllc
alonggijde h.u:ll s b_““g this product to a wider aud1§nce,
of an acre £ d_quahty raw garlic. He started with an elght.h
farm bUSi;:S graduz_‘“}’ increased his acreage, building h.ls
Iesearch k alo_“$SIde his career in construction. He d}d

i - training, and gained hands-on experience In
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NEXt crop, Connors hyg contracts in the works to sell garlic
seed,and to Supply culinary garlic in Atlantic Canada. “People
want the quality, ang locally grown,” he says.

Connors plans on continuing to expand his production of
black garlic. He says this process reduces the crop’s weight
by about 40 percent, but significantly increases its value, as
well as its dietary benefits. “It can help with a lot of health and
wellness issues, from allergies, immunity, and blood pressure
to blood sugar regulation, anti-aging, and sleep quality.”

Packaged for retail, it has a shelf life of about six months.
“Once you open the packet, it can last a month or more in the
fridge,” says Connors. “It’s a versatile ingredient; you can

use 1tin cooking, soups, salads, sandwiches and sauces, Or as
a snack by itself.”

(Brigitte Rivers is a writer. illustrator, and yoga instructor
based in Florenceville-Bristol. N.B.) ®
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