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The brassica vegetable family, which includes 
cabbage, contains more important agricultur-
al crops than any other genus both because 
of the number of species and because every 
part of the plant can be edible and delicious, 
depending on 
the species.

 We eat the roots of radishes, turnips, 
and rutabagas, the stems of kohlrabi 
and broccoli, the leaves of cabbage, 
kale, collards, brussels sprouts, bok 

choy, and tatsoi, 
the flowers  of broc-
coli, cauliflower, and 

broccoli rabe, and 
the seeds of mus-
tard. The original 

ancestor of all the 
brassicas is kale.

Okra is a 
member 
of the 
hibiscus 
fam-
ily, with a 
gorgeous 

large flower that shows it. It 
was brought to America from 
Africa by slaves and became 

a favorite vegetable in 
Southern United States. 
Its natural slippery juici-
ness is used to thicken 
soups like gumbos, or is 
contrasted with a crunchy 
fried cornmeal coating. 

We enjoy beans and peas two 
ways—as fresh seeds with or 
without their enveloping pods, or 
as preserved mature seeds, of-
ten dried. Young pods are sweet 
and juicy because they contain 
nutrition for the seeds growing 
inside, as the seeds get bigger 
the pods get thin and dry. Beans 
are a New World plant from the 

Andes region of 
South America. 
They are an 
especially good 
source of protein 
and combined 
with grains 
provide all the 
protein humans 
need. Fresh 

beans are grown in green, yellow 
and purple varieties, but cooking 
causes the 
purple to 
mysteriously 
disappear.

There are 
three main 
members of 
the cucum-

ber family: summer squash (including cu-
cumbers), winter squash, and melons, which 
we eat a fruit, since they are so sweet. The 

flowers of squash are either 
male or female—the female 
produces the squash, which is 
visible as a thickened stem just 
behind the showy flower, both 
of which are delicacies.  Winter 

squash have thick, hard protective skin 
that can preserve them for months without 
refrigeration, and sweet, starchy flesh, often 
golden orange. The skin and shapes of win-
ter squash are often beautiful with striking 
variety, ranging from dappled flying saucer 
shapes to grotesque frosted warty forms. 
Although it’s usually the flesh of squash 
that’s eaten, seeds of pumpkins can also be 
delicious, or used to make oil. 

Peppers are a colorful vegetable that was domesti-
cated by native South Americans. They were named by 
Columbus, who was inspired by the heat and didn’t care 

that they weren’t related to black 
peppercorns with which he was 
familiar. The heat of chilli peppers 

is caused by capsaicin, an oily fluid produced in the 
spongy innards of the peppers. Sweet bell peppers and 
hot chillis are often eaten fresh; chili powder, cayenne 
pepper and paprika are made of dried peppers.

Peppers

Swiss chard is a close relative of 
beets, in fact, although beet roots are 

better known, the greens were the first part of the 
plant to be eaten. Like beets, chard is grown with 

stems and veins in beautiful shades of red, yellow, 
orange and pink—water 
soluble colors that, like 

beets do, will bleed 
into cooking liquid and 
stain other ingredients. 

Legend has it that 
chard was grown in 

the hanging gardens of 
Babylon.

There are many  
varieties of lettuce, mostly 
with leaves of green but 

with some reds and purples. Lettuce is 
closely related to dan-
delions, which are also 
edible when young.  
Lettuce leaves must be 
harvested before the 

plant 
bolts (blooms) and 
becomes bitter. Early 
varieties of lettuce, eaten 
by Romans at the ends of 
meals, contained chemi-
cals that induced sleep.

Lettuce

Lollo Rossa

A favorite vegetable in the US even though most of 
the tomatoes eaten here are out of season, bland, 

dry and thick-skinned. Imagine how popular they 
would be if more people ate 

fresh, juicy, 
sweet-tart 
tomatoes 

picked from a nearby garden! 
Tomatoes were developed by 
native Americans from small 

sour berries 
into large 

fruits (which 
they techni-

cally are) 
of many 

colors: 
tomatoes can be orange, yellow, pink, purple, white 
and green-ripe, as well as striped, spotted, hollow, 
large or tiny. A chemical called glutamic acid gives 
tomatoes an especially umami (meaty) quality that 

make them so satisfying in a sauce or sandwich.

Eggplant, a vegetable originally cultivated in China, 
was first grown in the US as an ornamental plant. It 

is beautiful, and can be grown in colors ranging from 
white to deepest purple, also in bright lavenders and 

even red and green. Its spongy 
texture is caused by millions 

of tiny air pockets between the 
cells. When eggplant is cooked 

thoroughly, the cells collapse 
and the eggplant shrinks and 

becomes 
juicy.

Sweet potatoes are not related to white potatoes, but are members 
of the morning glory family. They were domesticated by South 

American natives and taken to 
Europe by Columbus. Today, China 

produces more 
sweet potatoes that both North and South America. 
Sweet potatoes can be orange, white and even yel-

low and purple. Cook-
ing them slowly causes 
chemical reactions that 

make them sweeter. 
The variety on the mini-golf are an 
ornamental, bred for their beautiful 

purple and chartreuse foliage.

Sweet Potato

Purple Sweet 
Potato

Green Sweet 
Potato

Eggplant

o
k
r
a

Red 
Burg8ndy Okra

Mesclun

Yellow Currant 
Tomatoes

Red Cocktail 
Tomatoes

Yellow Pear 
Tomatoes

Chard 
Bright Lights

Kaleidoscope 
Mix

Chard

Cheddar Cauliflower

Kohlrabi

Lakota Squash

Zucchini

Lemon  
Cucumbers

Tomatoes!

Squash & 
Cucumbers

Royal Purple 
Pod Beans

Pumpkin Flower

Beans & 
Peas


