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      In this volume, my intention is to present you, the reader, with portraits of the most
        entrancing vegetables on the planet. Alluring vegetables. Enticing vegetables. Heirloom and
        hybrid. Native and transplant. Seventy-five really superb vegetables in current culture that
        are as exciting for their physical beauty as they are for their taste. Originating in every
        corner of the globe and possessed of a savor and an aesthetic charm that would make the
        loveliest blossoms hang their head, these are vegetables with which every serious gardener
        should be acquainted.

      That said, I have defiantly stretched the boundaries of both cultivation and cultivar in
        this volume to include some vegetable varieties that will definitely need to be started
        indoors in most American climates, and others that are not really vegetables at all, but
        fruits (tomatoes, eggplants) or berries (melons). Ultimately, my definitions on both of
        these fronts grew to include anything I happen to grown in my own kitchen garden and,
        certainly, like Webster’s and the United States Supreme Court, we can broaden the definition
        of the word ” to include any plant “grown for an edible part...usually eaten with the
        principal part of a meal.”

      You will also note that, in introducing these vegetables alphabetically, I have chosen,
        rather willy-nilly, to list some by species and others by variety. This had as much to do
        with the resultant “mix” of plants and information as it did with botanical accuracy. I have
        also purposefully steered away from glossy photographs and a larger scale design to give you
        a small, illustrated book that, hopefully, has the charm, decorativeness, and durability of
        those wonderful, informative books of the past, which sought to enlighten and amuse as they
        instructed. In all these things, I heartily hope that I have succeeded to the reader’s
        satisfaction. I wish you abundant harvest and excellent dining along the way!

      —Jack Staub

      Hortulus Farm

    

  
    
      
        
          
            1. Amaranth
              ‘Joseph’s Coat’

          

          
            
              Amaranthus tricolor
            

          

        

      

      
        Following their introduction into Europe, amaranths were thought to be of such sacred
          signiﬁcance that, in 1693, Queen Christina of Sweden founded the mystical “Order of the
          Amaranth,” which survives to this day as the highest order of the Eastern Star Chapter of
          North American Masons, America’s largest Masonic women’s organization. 

      

      Amaranths are ancient tropical plants of diverse and surprising beauty, and are believed to
        have originated in India, although they have been grown throughout Mexico and South America
        since at least the third millennium B.C. A relative of common Lamb’s Quarters as well as the
        Garden Cockscomb, there are about sixty species of amaranth, grown either for their
        tassel-like seed heads, which are ground as a grain, or for their edible leaves, which are
        used as a potherb. Amaranths found their way into Greece very early on as well, the Greeks
        believing them to be immortal, and both this fascinating plant’s botanical and common names
        ﬁnd their root in the Greek amarantos, meaning “never-fading.” We also know that Artemis of
        Esephus, the many-breasted Greek earth goddess, regarded them as sacred.

      The Aztec emperor Montezuma held the amaranth in such high regard that he demanded 200,000
        bushels of seed a year of it in tribute from his subjects, and in the Aztec culture, the
        amaranth was mystically associated with human sacriﬁce. This practice apparently appalled
        the conquistadores, who were fairly appalling themselves if stones are to be thrown and,
        consequently, further cultivation of amaranth in the former Aztec nation was forbidden,
        causing amaranth as a food crop to fall into obscurity on the American continent for
        hundreds of years. On other continents, however, amaranth continued to be a vegetable of
        great importance, particularly in the tropics of Africa and Asia, and today is under
        extensive cultivation in China, India, Africa, and Europe, as well as in North and South
        America.

      In 1786, when he was ambassador to France, Thomas Jefferson included the ‘Joseph’s Coat’
        variety of amaranth in a shipment of interesting seeds to his brother-in-law Francis Eppes,
        in Virginia. A variety grown for its edible leaves, Joseph’s Coat is perhaps the most
        striking of amaranths and will certainly deliver a spectacular jolt of color to any
        vegetable garden. Its name, of course, derives from the Genesis 37 tale of Joseph’s “coat of
        many colors,” which his brothers stained red with blood in order to make his father believe
        he was dead. As gaudy as a coleus, with which it is often confused, Joseph’s Coat boasts
        almost supernaturally brilliant cadmium yellow and carmine foliage on plants growing to 4
        feet, the whole carnival of it topped with scarlet-plumed seed heads. This, in fact, is a
        plant so brazenly decorative, one is tempted to consider it far too exotically beautiful to
        be edible.

      Being a true tropical trooper, Joseph’s Coat not only likes things hot but is incredibly
        heat, drought, and soil tolerant as well when planted in a warm, well-lit spot. Therefore,
        direct sow Joseph’s Coat seeds after last frost in a sunny (and visually prominent) place in
        your garden, thinning to 3 feet apart. The leaves, rich in vitamins A and C, calcium and
        iron, and tasting much like spinach, can be employed culinarily in much the same way as
        spinach, although, like many living things, they are best eaten when young. Additionally,
        because they will fade when cooked, why not try the tiniest leaves in a summer salad mix,
        where they will add an eye-catching note of color. Leave the rest to startle the eye in the
        garden.
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                        2.
                            Artichoke ‘Violetto di Romagna’

                    

                    
                        
                            Cynara scolymus
                        

                    

                

            

            
                In Scotland in the nineteenth century, artichokes were so highly valued that it
                    was thought only prosperous men should have the right to grow them and that it
                    would be impertinent for a lesser man to even attempt such a folly. 

            

            The artichoke is actually the edible ﬂower bud of a large, thistlelike plant of the
                sunﬂower family that is native to the Mediterranean and Near East, its common name
                coming to us from the Arabic al kharshuf. The
                Moroccan invaders brought the artichoke to Spain in the ninth or tenth century,
                whence it became alcahofa, the Italians
                subsequently turning it to carciofa. The
                Romans were fond of having artichokes imported from Carthage and Cordova for their
                banquets, and thought the plants’ spines looked like the teeth of Cynara, the dog of
                mythological tales, thus this cultivar’s Latin sobriquet Cynara scolymus.

            In the ﬁrst century A.D., the Roman naturalist Pliny noted, though not with great
                pleasure, that in his time the artichoke was held in higher esteem than any other
                potherb in Rome, further commenting that even donkeys were smart enough to refuse to
                eat them. Introduced into England in 1548, an amusing piece of Elizabethan folklore
                held that the artichoke was created when an ill-tempered beauty angered the gods and
                was transformed by them into a prickly thistle, a form more suitable to her
                personality. At the turn of the nineteenth century, the German poet Goethe was, like
                Pliny, apparently appalled by the continental taste for artichokes, exclaiming
                incredulously in his Travels Through Italy:
                “The peasants eat thistles!”

            Like many antique vegetables, artichokes were prescribed by ancient physicians for
                all kinds of physical ailments, from jaundice and coughs to the faltering libidos of
                men, the French herbalists Estienne and Liebault coyly suggesting in the sixteenth
                century that a diet rich in artichoke extracts could cure “weakness of the
                generative parts.” The juice, when pressed from the plant before it blossomed, was
                also used as a wildly popular hair restorative. Currently, the world’s main growers
                of artichokes are Italy, Spain, Argentina, Morocco, and the United States, where the
                Swiss who ﬁrst established the vineyards in California’s Salinas Valley also founded
                the booming Pajaro Valley artichoke industry, now a $50 million a year crop.

            The Italians have made selections of both purple and green artichokes since the
                ﬁfteenth century, the purple varieties, historically, thought to be more tender than
                green types. The regal and prettily named ‘Violetto di Romagna’ is an ancient
                Italian heirloom: a large, round-headed, imperial beauty possessed of buds
                dramatically blushed with a deep royal purple, surrounded by the requisite,
                exquisite froth of deeply serrated, silvery leaves. If I had to pick one major piece
                of architecture to anchor a vegetable bed or add visual punch to a mixed border,
                ‘Violetto di Romagna’ would be it.

            Artichokes thrive in the cool, wet, temperate, coastal climes of central California,
                where they grow to a truly stately 5 feet tall. When grown as perennials, they have
                a life span of about ﬁve years and are propagated in winter or spring from root
                divisions. Divisions should be spaced 4 to 6 feet apart, with the growth buds or
                shoots just above the soil surface. These recipe tips from John Evelyn’s Acetaria of 1699, when applied to the infant
                buds, are as delicious now as they were back then: “The heads being split in
                quarters ﬁrst eaten raw with oyl, a little vinegar, salt and pepper...they are
                likewise, while tender and small, fried in fresh butter crisp with persley.”
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            3. Asparagus Bean
              (Yard Long White Snake)

          

          
            
              Vigna unguinculata sesquipedalis
            

          

        

      

      
        Pythagoras, the great Greek mathematician and author of that famous theorem repugnant to
          all right-brained individuals, held the decidedly unscientiﬁc and, furthermore, highly
          unlikely belief that human souls transmigrated into beans after death. 

      

      Man, it seems, has always had somewhat of a love-hate relationship with the bean. In
        ancient Rome, for instance, a pontifex of the ofﬁcial Roman religion was forbidden to eat or
        even utter the word bean as funerals generally ended with a feast of beans and they were,
        therefore, considered inauspicious. In Egypt, priests considered them unclean. Whether this
        was at all related to the Pythagorian theory that that darling fava on your plate might by
        harboring the soul of your dear departed mama is unknown.

      This is the story of a bean that has extremely little in common with asparagus save that it
        is thought by some to have a slightly “asparagusy” ﬂavor. Far better the common name given
        it in the Orient, Yard Long White Snake, which, if somewhat overdramatically, at least gives
        one a fairly accurate visual picture, for this is a bean unlike any bean you have ever seen.
        Also known as the Yardlong Bean, Long Horn Bean, and Chinese Longbean, it is a vigorous
        climber that produces the palest of celadon green pods (there are also darker green and
        purple varieties) with the faintest rosy tip.

      However, what is most remarkable about these beans, aside from the fact that they grow in
        pretty, matching pairs like Siamese twins, is that they range from an astounding 14 to 30
        inches long. If not yard long (the sesquipedalis in the botanical name means “ foot and a
        half ”), they are at least very long. And, as if this were not adequate visual majesty,
        consider also their pretty yellow to violet blue ﬂowers borne on strong, trailing vines,
        often reaching heights of 9 to 12 feet.

      A cousin to the cowpea or black-eyed pea, the Asparagus Bean is a subtropical/tropical
        plant widely grown in southeastern Asia, Thailand and southern China and, when purchasable
        elsewhere, is usually only found in Asian markets. However, it is interesting to note that
        beans came to China only in about A.D. 1200 along the silk routes. Therefore, the origin of
        the Asparagus Bean is somewhat obscure, for beans have been found in the remnants of
        virtually every known early civilization, from Bronze Age settlements in Switzerland to the
        Aztec ruins of Peru.

      At any rate, being another tropical sort, the Asparagus Bean is sensitive to temperature
        and will be fairly miserable if planted out when it’s too cold and rainy in spring. As well,
        like many tropicals, they’re fairly long season plants (80 to 90 days). Therefore, start
        them indoors in 4-inch pots 4 to 6 weeks before your frost date, providing a stake in each
        pot for the plants to vine around. Transplant out only when soil and nighttime temperatures
        are above the 60-degree mark, providing some strong trellising or a good-sized teepee. By
        August, you should be harvesting a substantial and delicious crop. The startling pods are
        crisp, tender and possessed of a slightly nutty (some think “asparagusy”) ﬂavor. To prepare,
        I like to cut them into manageable segments, steam until just tender, then toss in a hot pan
        with a clove of garlic, a drizzle of walnut oil and some toasted, chopped walnuts.
        Heaven.
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            4. Asparagus
              Pea

          

          
            
              Tetragonobolus pupureus
            

          

        

      

      
        “These Pease, which by their great increase did such good to the poore...without doubt
          grew there many years before, but were not observed till hunger made them take notice of
          them, and quickened their invention, which commonly in our people is very dull, especially
          in ﬁnding out food of this nature.” 

        
          — —John Gerard, The Herball, 1636 
        

      

      The pea is another of those vegetables known to virtually all of our earliest
        civilizations. In fact, one can actually trace the expansion of Stone Age farming by its
        carbonized remains as it traveled from Nea Nikmedia in Greece in 5500 B.C. to the Nile Delta
        in 5000 B.C., the western Mediterranean and India in 2000 B.C., and China somewhere between
        916 and 618 B.C. A pot was discovered on the site of Homeric Troy containing 440 pounds of
        peas, and Theophrastus, friend of Aristotle and pupil of Plato, mentions peas in his fourth
        century History of Plants. In short, an old and
        reliable friend.

      It was the Romans who most probably introduced the cultivated pea to Britain, although it
        wasn’t until the sixteenth century that a distinction was ﬁnally drawn between the “ﬁeld”
        pea, which was dried then boiled later into “pease porridge,” and the “garden” pea, which
        was eaten “green.” The Asparagus Pea, though a member of the Fabeacea or pea family, is actually neither an asparagus nor a pea
        plant. Also known as the Winged Pea, Goa Bean, Princess Pea, Four-Angled Bean, and Asparagus
        Bean, the Asparagus Pea should not be confused with the Chinese Long Bean (Vigna unguinculata sesquipedalis), also known as the
        Asparagus Bean, to which it is totally unrelated.

      An ancient tropical food plant, the Asparagus Pea most likely originated in northwest
        Africa, and it is still most widely grown in tropical Asia and New Guinea. It had found its
        way into England by 1596, where John Gerard grew it, knowing it as “square crimson-velvet
        pease” although he cultivated it not as an esculent, but as a purely decorative plant, and
        with excellent reason. The Asparagus Pea is a truly distinctive plant with a particularly
        decorative, low, bushy, growing habit; unusual brick-red ﬂowers; and the most uniquely
        fanciful “winged” tetragonal pods. In fact, the Asparagus Pea is so notably ornamental, it
        would make a very attractive potted plant if placed in a well-lit position.

      Because the plant is a tropical native, I will state immediately that it takes a long (90
        plus days), hot growing season for the Asparagus Pea to really get going, so if you live in
        the North, you’ll have to start them in the greenhouse or just hope for the best. Therefore
        sow this remarkable vegetable specimen in the greenhouse in 3-inch pots 6 to 8 weeks before
        your frost date.

      Germination usually takes about 7 to 14 days. Harden off and plant out 12 inches apart when
        soil is warmed up to above 65 degrees. If your season is long enough and you’re planting
        outdoors, sow 4 inches apart in rows 12 inches apart. A little twiggy support will help but
        is not essential. Harvest the fruit when small (less than 1 inch). The best time to pick the
        fruit is after sunset when the leaves close up, allowing one to see those wonderful-looking
        pods, and I recommend cooking them whole, simply steamed with a knob of butter and a pinch
        of salt and pepper, allowing their delicate “asparagusy” taste to be the star. The young
        green leaves and shoots may also be eaten as a vegetable, and the roots used, fresh or
        cooked, in the manner of a Jerusalem artichoke or potato, though honestly, it takes a very
        long season to produce a tuber of any size. Still, for those fantastic pods and pretty
        ﬂowers, give this one a try.
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                        5.
                            Australian Yellowleaf Lettuce 

                    

                    
                        
                            Lactuca sativa
                        

                    

                

            

            
                In Greece, lettuce is still viewed as an “antiaphrodisiac” as, according to
                    ancient Greek myth, the perhaps libidinally overambitious Adonis was transformed
                    into a wilting head of lettuce by Zeus for attempting to woo Hera from him. 

            

            Lettuce is another ancient vegetable family that, while permuting into a thousand
                variations on a theme, has at the same time remained extremely close to its wild
                roots. A relative of chicory, the Lactuca sativa family is a descendant of the
                bitter wild lettuce (Lactuca scariola) native
                to Asia Minor and the trans-Caucasus. The milder, more reﬁned var. sativa is believed to have originated in the
                Mediterranean region, but has been found growing as far aﬁeld as Europe, Africa, and
                the Near East since recorded time. Both the common and Latin names of lettuce have
                their roots in one of its most prominent characteristics: the milky, mildly soporiﬁc
                juice it releases when cut or bruised. The word lettuce derives from the French laitue, meaning “milky,” and this genus’s Latin name Lactuca comes from the Latin word for milk.

            According to Herodotus, the virtues of lettuce, or kahn, were being extolled by the kings of Persia as early
                as the sixth century B.C., Persia also being home to one of the more prominently
                unfortunate pieces of vegetable lore. It seems that, in order to avoid contention
                over the throne in the earliest days of his reign, the Emperor Cambyses had his
                younger brother Smerdis put to death. One day soon afterwards, his grief-stricken
                sister plucked a head of lettuce from her luncheon plate and, ﬂamboyantly stripping
                away its leaves, asked her brother whether the result pleased him. When Cambyses
                replied that the lettuce was nothing without its leaves, his sister responded: “It
                is the same with our family; you have just cut off a precious sprout.” Not taking
                this as well as he might have, Cambyses, within a matter of hours, had her put to
                death as well.

            Many botanists feel that the loose-leaf varieties of lettuce were the earliest
                incarnations of the Lactuca sativa clan, and
                they have existed in a whole range of colors, stripings, and dapplings since very
                early in the recorded history of vegetables. However, the beautiful variety
                Australian Yellowleaf is pretty much unique in this vast family. True, among the
                varied greens and reds and bronzes of the lettuce family there are some nice,
                bright, yellow-green forms but, to my knowledge, there’s not a single other
                vegetable of any breed to compare with the true, brilliant chartreuse of this
                enchanting Australian heirloom. Extremely large, loose-growing, frilly-edged heads
                are genuinely like spots of neon yellow color in the garden, providing stunning and
                unique contrast to the surrounding hues of its neighbors. Australian Yellowleaf
                Lettuce boasts the additional commendable qualities of a sweet, tender, nonﬁbrous
                texture and a winningly slow-bolting habit.

            As John Gerard noted in his Herball of 1636,
                “Lettuce is a cold and moist pot-herbe...” and is best grown either early or late in
                the season, although Australian Yellowleaf will weather the heat of summer better
                than most. Start this sunny beauty 3 or 4 weeks before your frost date in seed cups
                indoors and plant out (or direct seed) after danger of frost. Thin to 8 to 10 inches
                apart and you should be enjoying these dazzling, frilly heads in about 50 days. Why
                not toss the leaves of this garden stunner with some currant tomatoes, a squeeze of
                lemon, a clove of garlic, a drizzle of good olive oil, and a shake each of salt and
                pepper?
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                        6.
                            Broccoli ‘Romanesco’

                    

                    
                        
                            Brassica oleracea botrytis
                        

                    

                

            

            
                Drusius, son of the Roman Emperor Tiberius, craved broccoli prepared in the
                    then-popular “Apician” way to such an alarming degree that for an entire month
                    he ate nothing else, causing his urine to turn a brilliant green and his father
                    to take him to brutal task for his “precarious living.” 

            

            Although it is usually assumed that broccoli is Italian by birth and it is, in fact,
                an ancient Etruscan cultivar, broccoli were actually ﬁrst brought into culture by
                the Rasenna, who came to Italy from what is now Turkey in the eighth century B.C.
                They settled in what we now know as Tuscany, the broccoli they cultivated reaching
                Rome sometime before the ﬁfth century A.D., when Roman farmers glowingly referred to
                it as “the ﬁve green ﬁngers of Jupiter.” It was also these early Romans who ﬁrst
                referred to the Rasenna as “Tusci” or “Etrusci” and to ancient Tuscany as “Etruria.”
                The ancient Rasenna proved to be active traders with the Greeks, Sicilians,
                Corsicans, and Sardinians, and so broccoli spread rapidly throughout the Greco-Roman
                empire.

            The Tuscan-born Catherine de Medici is believed to have introduced broccoli into
                France, along with the artichoke and other vegetables, upon her marriage to Henry II
                in 1533, but the ﬁrst mention of broccoli in France doesn’t occur until 1560. In
                1699, the English herbalist John Evelyn reported in his Acetaria that “the broccoli from Naples, perhaps the
                Halmerida of Pliny (or Athenoeus rather)...are very delicate...commended for being
                not so rank, but agreeable to most palates and of better nourishment.” In 1724,
                Miller’s Gardener’s Dictionary gave another
                early account of broccoli, referring to it as “a stranger” in England and as “sprout
                colli-ﬂower” or “Italian asparagus.”

            Broccoli, as a member of the Brassica family,
                is in fact closely related to cauliﬂower, cabbage, and Brussels sprouts, so closely
                in both form and genetic disposition that botanists have always had difﬁculty with
                their classiﬁcation. To confuse matters further, historically, broccoli, cabbage,
                and cauliﬂower were all referred to as the catchall “colewort” so, throughout their
                ancient travels in Europe and subsequently the New World, the three were often
                confused. All Brassicas share a common
                feature in that their four-petaled ﬂowers bear a resemblance to a Greek cross, which
                is why they are frequently referred to as “crucifers.” The name “broccoli” comes
                from the Latin bracchium, meaning “strong
                arm” or “branch,” broccoli having many strong “branches” or “arms” growing from the
                stout main stem.

            Broccoli ‘Romanesco’ is an ancient and especially beautiful variety with
                architectural-almost-to-the-point-of-other-worldly, spiraling, apple-green whorls
                composing its truly remarkable head. Due to this densely budded, nearly
                cauliﬂowerlike aspect, many botanists place this variety in that ill-deﬁned Brassica shadowland of the “broccoliﬂower,” a
                place somewhere between broccoli and cauliﬂower. However, in all opinions, the
                beauteous Broccoli ‘Romanesco,’ like all broccolis, is a jewel of nutrition, being
                uncommonly rich in vitamin A, potassium, folacin, iron, ﬁber, beta-carotene, and a
                host of anticarcinogens, and is thought to possess better ﬂavor and texture than
                more common broccoli types.

            A notable success in northern climes, Broccoli ‘Romanesco’ should be started indoors
                4 weeks before your frost date, then plant out after danger of frost 15 inches apart
                in fertile soil. Expect to start harvesting 75 to 100 days from transplant. In terms
                of cooking, why not try it in the ancient Apician style so dear to young Drusius:
                steam or boil till tender, then “bruise with a mixture of cumin and coriander seeds,
                chopped onion, plus a few drops of oil and sun-made wine.” Try not to
                overindulge.
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                        7.
                            Brussels Sprout ‘Rubine’

                    

                    
                        
                            Brassica oleracea gemmifera
                        

                    

                

            

            
                “The Cymae or sprouts rather of the Cole are very delicate, so boil’d as to
                    retain their verdure and green colour. The best comes from Denmark and
                    Russia...” 

                
                    ——John Evelyn, Acetaria: A Discourse of Sallets,
                            1699
                

            

            Brussels sprouts are one of those vegetables that have evolved in a swirl of
                controversy and conjecture. Many believe them to be an ancient European crop,
                descendent from the wild cabbages or coleworts of prehistory, and introduced into
                Belgium by Julius Caesar. Certainly, the Romans were fond of a small, edible sprout
                they called Bullata gemmifera, or
                “diamond-maker,” due to its purported ability to make you brighter. As well, spruyten were included in market regulations in
                Belgium and spruyts mentioned in English
                markets as early as A.D. 1213 There are also numerous sixteenth-century references
                to an edible plant known as sproqs, and John
                Evelyn’s seventeenth-century Acetaria
                reference to “sprouts,” although again whether these allusions can be pinned to the
                things we now know as Brussels sprouts remains in doubt.

            Many contemporary botanists feel that the Brussels sprout is a mid-to
                late-eighteenth-century invention, and was perhaps a reﬁnement of the small-headed
                Milan cabbage, cultivated by the farmers of the Low Countries, and appearing on the
                vegetative scene after 1750. From this region it is believed by this faction that
                they then spread to France and England in the early nineteenth century, and ﬁnally
                to America and Thomas Jefferson’s kitchen garden at Monticello in 1812. However,
                there are those who dispute even this cultivar’s Flemish origin, holding that the
                common name derives from the nineteenth century forms most available in Europe,
                which happened to originate with growers near Brussels. I hope all this information
                is sufﬁcient to making the historical roots of this handsome vegetable perfectly
                clear.

            Basically, Brussels sprouts, as members of the Brassica family, are tiny cabbages that grow along a stout,
                upright stalk, most varieties being green and all to be commended for their healthy
                doses of vitamin C, beta-carotene, and cancer-inhibiting agents. The Brussels Sprout
                ‘Rubine,’ however, is an heirloom variety possessed of a singular, ravishingly
                uniform, deep purple-red hue, stalk, leaves, and sprouts all being crimson-tinged.
                This unique coloration coupled with its becomingly tall architectural form makes it
                a particularly striking and welcome addition to any vegetable garden. As well, the
                few red varieties of Brussels sprout (there’s a brand-new hybrid called “Falstaff ”
                being offered this year) are thought by many to be tastier than the green types.

            ‘Rubine’ does take a longer season than most of the green ones to fruit but, that
                said, about 100 days from planting, you’ll be rewarded by a profusion of
                walnut-sized buds with a deep purple coloration and a wonderful, rich, old-time
                ﬂavor. Brussels sprouts are easy to grow successfully in average soil, late June or
                early July being the perfect time to plant for late fall harvest. Ultimately, each
                plant will need a 2-footsquare area in which to grow and do keep in mind that
                sprouts that have been exposed to one or more solid freezes are inﬁnitely sweeter
                than not, so this is deﬁnitely a late fall
                crop. To harvest, begin picking at the bottom, breaking off the leaf below the
                sprout, then removing the sprout, as the upper sprouts will continue to mature as
                the lower ones are harvested. Serve these little beauties simply by incising an “x”
                in the base of each, lightly steaming (don’t overcook!), then tossing with pine nuts
                and some fried, slivered pancetta and its renderings.
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            8. Bull’s Blood
              Beet

          

          
            
              Beta vulgaris
            

          

        

      

      
        In an apparently violent ﬂight of horticultural fancy, Thomas Hill, a sixteenth-century
          English herbalist, recommended watering white beets with the dregs of a good red wine to
          turn them into the more desirable crimson variety.

      

      Beets are believed by some to have been cultivated in all the lands between the Caspian and
        Mediterranean seas and even as far away as India since the third or fourth century B.C.
        Beets were grown for both their tasty tops and hearty roots, though the clearly devoted
        leaf-eater Pliny believed the “crimson nether parts” of the beet were valuable only for
        their medicinal properties. Grated, boiled beet was, in fact, used by the Saxons as an
        ingredient in bone-salve and as an emetic, and the juice of the pounded root was recommended
        for all kinds of festering wounds and infectious bites, of which there were plenty in that
        antic time.

      The ﬂeshy ‘Roman Beet’ (the Italian Bassano), which
        later took Europe by storm, was ﬁrst reﬁned in the sixteenth century, followed in the
        eighteenth century by those two other popular early cultivars ‘Flat Egyptian,’ not
        surprisingly an Egyptian native, and the ‘Long Red,’ a fresh-faced English variety. Over
        time, selection of beet types with round (versus long, tapered) roots has changed the
        personality of this cultivar substantially, although modern table beets still range from ﬂat
        to elongated and from red to yellow and black. Our current main beet producers are Russia,
        France, the United States, Poland, and Italy; in recent years American farmers have grown
        beets on over 14,000 acres. Healthwise, red beets in particular are believed to stimulate
        the immune system and have possible anticancerous properties.

      The gorgeous Bull’s Blood Beet is an old cultivar originally bred from the older French
        variety Crapaudine and known for its sweet, stunningly beautiful, dark red-purple tops and
        remarkable ﬂavor. It was later further reﬁned by seedsman Kees Sahin in the Netherlands, who
        selected it for the darkest, most dramatically colored leaves possible. Foliage is key in a
        decorative potager and there is nothing more dramatic in the garden than the deep, royal
        crimson of these gorgeous plants and, in fact, they have been planted in purely decorative
        ﬂower borders for years for the sheer spectacle of their leaves. Juice from the Bull’s Blood
        beetroot is currently used to make the only red food coloring allowed by Swedish law,
        following in a long tradition of use as a temporary dye, as ladies of fashion of the
        nineteenth century employed beet juice to add a becoming touch of carmine to their cheeks
        and lips.

      Beets are cool-season plants that grow best at temperatures between 60 and 65 degrees, the
        optimum soil temperature for seed germination being 55 to 75 degrees. Like carrots, they
        prefer loamy, sandy soil, as a hard clay will prevent root enlargement. Plant seeds 2 inches
        apart in rows 10 to 30 inches apart and 1⁄2 inch deep. Cool temperatures will result in the
        best red color. You can expect to start harvesting in 50 to 70 days, although optimum
        harvest size is 1-1/2 to 2 inches in diameter (any larger and you run the risk of
        woodiness). Use this spectacular cultivar for a summery beetroot soup (steam the colorful
        tops for a separate treat!): boil with chopped leeks, tomatoes, and ginger, add a handful of
        white rice, purée with a couple of cups of cranberry juice and a dash of salt, force through
        a strainer (to remove skin and seeds), chill, then serve with a dollop of jalapeño- and
        chive-scented sour cream— a lovely study in contrasts.
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