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Introduction 
Virginia is an increasingly attractive place for people 
from other countries to call home. According to the 
2010 census, Virginia had the 7th highest 
immigration rate nationwide, with the greatest 
concentrations in the Northern Virginia, Richmond, 
and the Hampton Roads metropolitan areas. 
Regional diversity broadens the landscape of 
culinary options, both for long-term residents and 
newcomers.  

 
Food is a source of comfort, 
no matter where we make 
our home. Large-scale 
grocery stores may not stock 
fresh, specialty produce 
sought by international 
customers. Farmers markets 
provide a unique opportunity 
for community members to 
interact directly with the 
people who grow their food. 
When trust is established, a 
customer’s1 request for a 

                                            
1 Photo credit is located at the end of the publication 
under Photography 

specialty vegetable is more likely to be granted at the 
local level. Farmers seeking to grow their customer 
base are often willing to “grow a row” and see how a 
small sampling of unique produce sells. In some 
cases, farmers from other countries see an 
opportunity to introduce their own countries’ 
produce to an increasingly flexible market.  
 
Seemingly exotic vegetables pique the interest of 
long-established residents; however, they may not 
know how to incorporate new ingredients in their 
cooking. Farmers market vendors are more than 
happy to discuss a food’s origin and suggest ways to 
prepare it. To encourage and support the open 
market atmosphere, customers can ask questions 
about the produce and take a chance on something 
new. If a crop is successful, the farmer will continue 
to grow it. If there aren’t enough buyers, or if the 
crop proves troublesome to grow, it may disappear 
from the stands. 
 
A conversation with farmer’s market vendors reveals 
the story behind their decisions to introduce new 
and unusual produce: 

Figure 1.  Farmers 
markets showcase 

recognizable, as well 
as unusual produce1 



 

• Guatemalan Blue squash was grown and 
brought to the market, both because it’s a 
family favorite, and because customers’ interest 
in an array of squash cultivars encouraged the 
growers to test the market for something new.  

• Ochoa Farm grows a Japanese sweet potato 
cultivar known as ‘Ayamurasaki’, as well as 
epazote, an herb commonly used in Mexican 
and Central American dishes, in response to 
customer requests.  

• Asian long beans, red okra, and eggplant 
varieties are grown by one local farmer because 
his Filipino wife needs the ingredients for her 
home cooked meals. He has established a 
relationship with Asian and Indian customers, 
who rely on the specialty produce he brings to 
the market.  

• The Sierra Leonean community in northern 
Virginia sought fiery hot chili peppers for their 
favorite dishes, but they simply could not find 
them in the grocery store. In response to their 
request, Mt. Olympus Farm grew ‘Trinidad Red 
Scorpion,’ and ‘Ghost’ peppers. As word spread 
through the community, demand grew. Now, 

several vendors offer a broad array of the 
hottest chili peppers.  

• Bok Choy is now standard fare for many 
vendors, having successfully crossed over from 
“gourmet” veggie to household name. Farmers 
are introducing more unusual cultivars, like 
‘Purple Pak Choi’, to entice an open-minded 
customer base to try something new.  See figure 
3&4.  

• When mutual trust is established, both farmers 
and customers are willing to try variations of 

familiar crops. The range of Brassicas, or “Cole 
crops,” found at farmer’s markets demonstrates 
a willingness to step from recognizable ‘Purple 
Top’ turnips to Japanese turnips, and perhaps 
from there to Kohlrabi and Daikon radish. 

 
While this publication is not a comprehensive list of 
the international produce found at farmers markets, 
it’s a window into what one might find on any given 
day at a local Virginia market. Maybe you’ll feel 
inspired to try something new, or to strike up a 
conversation with a local grower.  
 
Understanding where our food comes from, and 
learning how it’s grown, can be a great jumping off 
point for anyone wishing to grow their own veggies. 
Backyard gardening is a fun and economical way to 
try new foods. Though the vegetables discussed here 
are not native to Virginia.  
 
Vegetables are grouped by family or genus, both to 
indicate their relationship to one another, and to 
reveal a little of their history. Knowing which genus 
the plants belong to will give some indication of how 
to partner them, plant successively, and provide the 
proper culture. While some instruction on disease 
and pest management is included, gardeners should 
refer to Virginia Cooperative Extension’s Pest 
Management Guide for more specific guidance. As 
with other vegetables, soil analysis, crop rotation, 
and proper hygiene are the key ingredients in 
successful growing. Table 1 provides a summary of 
the vegetables discussed in this publication, 
including edible parts, harvest times, and seasonal 
availability.  

Figure 2. An array of peppers serves a broad 
customer base 

Figure 3 & 4. Bok Choy , once considered exotic, is now 
ubiquitous. More unusual cultivars, such as "Pakchoi 

Purple," are now showing up on more stands 



 

 
 
 
 

Common Name Botanical Name Edible Parts Harvest/Purchase Period 

Red okra,  
Scarlet okra 

Abelmoschus esculentus Pod Late summer, early fall 

Kohlrabi Brassica oleraceae var. 
gongylodes 

Bulb, leaves Spring, fall, winter 

Bok choy, 
Pak choi,  

Tatsoi 

Brassica rapa chinensis Leaves, petioles 
(stems) 

Spring and fall 

Toykyo turnip, 
Japanses turnip 

Brassica rapa ‘Tokyo Turnip’ Leaves and root Spring and fall 

Daikon radish Raphinus sativus Root Spring and fall 

Hot pepper,  
Chili pepper, 

Including: Poblano, 
Serrano, Hungarian 

wax, Mexican rat tail, 
Thai chili, Habanero, 

Ghost, and Trinidad red 
scorpion 

Solanaceae Capsicum annuum Fruit Mid- to late- summer and 
early fall 

Eggplant,  
Asian eggplant,  

African garden egg, 
Turkish orange 

eggplant, 
Guinea squash, 

Aubergine 

Solanum melongena, 
S. aethiopica 

Fruit Late summer, early fall 

Toatillo,  
Tomato verte 

Physalis ixocarpa Fruit Mid- to late- summer and 
early fall 

Japanese sweet potato, 
Purple sweet potato 

Ipomoea batatas ‘Ayamurasaki’; 
Ipomoea batatas ‘Murasaki’ 

Tuber, leaves Late summer and fall 

Mexican zucchini, 
Kabocha, 

Guatemalan Blue 
squash 

Cucurbiticea Curcurbit pepa, 
C. maxima, 
C. moschata 

Flower, fruit, and 
seeds 

Summer and fall 

Yard-long bean, 
Asparagus bean 

Dau gok 

Vigna unguiculata Pod, seed, leaves, 
shoots 

Late summer, early fall 

Epazote wormseed, 
Mexican tea,  

Paico 

Dysphania ambrosioides Leaves Summer, fall 

Okra (Abelmoschus esculentus) 
History and Origin 

Okra is a member of the mallow family and is related 
to Hibiscus and cotton. It originated in the region 

Table 1. World Produce Described In This Ebook. 



 

that today includes Ethiopia and parts of Eritrea and 
Sudan. From there, it traveled throughout North 
Africa and eventually made its way to India, China, 
and finally Europe. French colonialists introduced 
okra to Louisiana in the 1700’s, where it attained its 
popular southern moniker, gumbo. ‘Cow’s Horn,’ a 
green variety, was grown annually by Thomas 
Jefferson beginning in 1809. The finger-length pods 
continue to appear at farmer’s market stands each 
summer. Red varieties are a fairly new introduction, 
particularly in markets with a large Asian and 
African customer base.  

 
Figure 5. Red and green okra are equally tasty and are 

interchangeable in many recipes 

 
Though popular in southern states, okra has been 
slow to catch on in other parts of our country. Its 
tendency to turn slimy during cooking, in addition 
to limited knowledge of culinary uses, leaves okra in 
the novelty category. However, it’s a key ingredient 
in African stews, Indian masalas, Asian curries, and 
other worldly preparations.  
 
Culinary Use and Nutrition 
Okra is high in vitamin K. It’s also a good source of 
fiber, magnesium, vitamin C, vitamin B6, folate, and 
thiamin. 
 
When heated, red okra turns green. Its mild flavor 
pairs well with savory soups, as well as pungent 
spices. To pare down the gumminess, cook it 
quickly. Its flavor and texture peak when added to 
soups during the last 5-10 minutes of cooking.  
 
Recipe tip: For a take on the southern-fried favorite, 
slice it in ¼ inch rounds and coat it with cornmeal, 

cumin and coriander. Fry it for no more than 2 
minutes in 2 tablespoons of vegetable oil, and then 
lay it on a paper towel to catch any excess oil.  
 
Recipe 
Jhatpat Bhindi (Spicy Indian Okra) 
 
Prep time: 20 minutes 
Total time: 35 minutes 

 
Figure 6. Okra is a common ingredient in African and 

Indian stews 

1  Large onion 
1 Pound of red okra 
1 Small chili pepper. select a chili pepper based 

on your tolerance for heat. See Table 3. 
1 Tablespoon of vegetable oil 
1 Teaspoon coriander 
1 Teaspoon cumin 
½  Teaspoon ground turmeric 
¼ Cup of chopped cilantro leaves for granish 

 
1. Cut the ends off of the onion, and peel off the 

outer brown layers. Slice the onion in half 
lengthwise, and place the flat side down. Slice 



 

across the onion, keeping the layers together. 
Turn and slice again to dice into small pieces. 
 

2. Wash the okra under cool water. Cut the ends 
off. Slice the okra into quarter inch rounds. 
 

3. Wash the chili pepper and slice off the end with 
the stem. Slice the pepper in half length-wise and 
remove the seeds. Slice the pepper halves again 
and then dice into small pieces.  
 

4. Heat the vegetable oil in a large skillet. 
 
5. Add the onion to the skillet and sautee for about 

7 minutes, until the onion pieces are 
transparent. 
 

6. Stir in the coriander, cumin and turmeric. 
 

7. Add the okra and chili peppers to the skillet and 
stir to incorporate the ingredients. 
 

8. Cover the skillet, and cook on low heat for about 
5 minutes, until okra softens. 
 

9. Garnish with chopped cilantro leaves. 
 

10. Serve with brown rice or a whole grain of your 
choice 

Culture 
Okra is a tender annual that grows best in full sun. 
Its tall, elegant stalks form a lovely garden border for 
tomatoes, peppers, and other summer crops. Large, 
tropical-looking yellow flowers with red or purple 
centers appear in mid-summer, followed by finger-

like, edible pods. 
Okra ‘Red 
Burgundy’ matures 
in 75-80 days and 
reaches 3-4 feet tall. 
Okra ‘Red Velvet,’ 
which has red stems 
and scarlet pods, 
matures in 70 days 
and reaches 4-5 feet 
tall.  
 
Okra thrives in 

fertile, loamy soil, but will also tolerate average 
conditions. A soil pH of between 5.8 and 6.5 
provides the best fertility. Replacing nitrogen-
enriching crops, such as peas, with okra ensures the 
right soil fertility and planting timetable. 
 
Start seeds indoors 3 to 4 weeks before the last spring 
frost date, or plant okra seeds directly in the ground 
when soil temperatures reach 65°F. Sow seeds one 
inch deep and three inches apart, in rows 3 feet 
apart. When the seedlings reach 4 inches, thin them 
to 18 inches apart, choosing those with the strongest 
stems to remain in the ground. A 2-3 inch layer of 
organic mulch of will prevent weeds and conserve 
moisture. One inch of water per week is ideal. 
 
Harvest the pods when they’re 3-4 inches long, and 
still tender. The pods are sometimes prickly and may 
irritate sensitive skin. Wearing gloves will prevent 
irritation. Pods mature very quickly in warm 
weather. Harvest continually to encourage 
production and avoid overly large, tough fruit. Okra 
will store well in the refrigerator for about a week.  
 
Diseases/Problems 
Okra is generally disease resistant. It’s susceptible to 
root decay and pod rot, particularly if planted in 
cold, wet conditions.  
 

Figure 2. Okra flowers are 
ornamental, closely resembling 

hibiscus 



 

Yellow leaves may indicate Fusarium wilt, a soil 
borne disease. Affected plants should be pulled from 
the soil, bagged, and disposed of in the garbage. 
Stunted plants may indicate root knot nematode. 
Pull the plants from the ground and check for gall on 
the roots. Crop rotation every few years helps 
prevent disease.  
 
Aphids, earworm, and stinkbugs may also attack 
okra. Periodic checks and removal by hand will help 
control these pests.  
 

Brassicaceae 
History and Origin 
Brassicaceae are a genus of plants in the mustard 
family, though the Latin translation of Brassica is 
simply “cabbage.” Previously referred to as 
cruciferous crops, the genus includes more than 3700 
species, making it one of the most diverse 
agricultural crops in the world. Plants may bear little 
resemblance to one another: various species are 
cultivated for their leaves, stems, roots, flowers, and 
even seeds. Vegetables in this genus are also 
sometimes referred to as “Cole crops,” and are 
common ingredients in coleslaw.  

 
Figure 8. Brassicas were once referred to as Cruiferous 

crops, because their 4-petaled flowers were aid to 
resemble a cross 

 
Brassicas are thought to have originated in Europe, 
though many species evolved in the Mediterranean 
and quickly branched throughout Asia. Cabbage was 
introduced to the Americas in the mid-16th century, 
and by the mid-1700’s, it was grown as a staple crop 
by colonists and Native Americans. European 
cultivars, such as broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, and 

collards are now standard American fare. In the past 
decade, some Asian cultivars, such as bok choy (also 
known as pak choi) and ‘Napa’ cabbage have become 
quite commonplace. 
 
Growing familiarity and demand for specialty crops 
opens the door for greater variety. On an early fall 
day in Burke, Virginia, an array of Brassicas piqued 
customers’ interest:  

• ‘Pakchoi Purple’s’ deeply veined, magenta 
and green leaves fit right in with the 
cornucopia of fall colors;  

• Golf-ball sized ‘Tokyo’ turnips were stacked 
neatly beside familiar ‘Cherry Belle’ radishes, 
though they are no relation;  

• Daikon radish, long and lean, led customers 
to wonder if they were any relation to 
carrots or parsnips (they are not); and  

• Purple and white Kohlrabi looked exotic and 
intimidating, though they’ve been a 
European staple for several hundred years.  

 
With a little guidance from the vendors, customers 
embraced the chance to try something different.  The 
following table describes a few of the Brassica crops 
found at farmers markets:  
 
 
 
 
Botanical 
Name  

Cultivars/Common 
Name 

Origin Edible 
Part 

Brassica 
oleraceae 

Kohlrabi, cauliflower, 
broccoli, kale, 
cabbage, Brussels 
sprouts, and collards 

Europe Flower, 
leaf, 
root 

Brassica 
rapa 
pekinensis 

Napa cabbage, 
celery cabbage, 
Chinese cabbage 

Asia Leaves 
and 
petioles 
(stalks) 

Brassica 
rapa 
chinensis 

Bok choy, pak choi, 
tatsoi, spoon 
mustard 

Asia Leaves 
and 
petioles 

Brassica 
rapa 
“Tokyo 
Turnip” 

Tokyo turnip; 
Japanese turnip 

Asia Roots 
and 
leaves 

Raphinus 
sativus 

Daikon radish, lobok, 
Chinese radish 

Asia Roots 
and 
leaves 

Table 2. A Sampling of Brassica Crops at 
Virginia Farmers Markets 



 

 
Culinary Use and Nutrition 
‘Pak Choi Purple,’ ‘Tokyo’ turnip, daikon radish, and 
kohlrabi greens contain minerals, as well as vitamin 
K and B vitamins. The roots and stems are an 
excellent source of the antioxidant vitamin C.  
 
These versatile crops are delicious prepared in many 
different ways: 

• Use the baby greens in salads, or sautée 
them like other mustard greens or kale. In 
Asia, coarser 
greens are 
often pickled 
or fermented. 
To keep the 
leaves fresh, 
wrap them in 
a moist paper 
towel, and 
store in the 
refrigerator 
for 3-4 days.  

• Toss chopped Tokyo turnip greens or 
‘Pakchoi Purple’ into soup. Simmer for no 
longer than 3 minutes to maintain crispness. 

 

 
• For a twist on traditional coleslaw, replace 

cabbage with shredded Asian greens, daikon 
and Tokyo turnip. Dress with soy sauce, 
white vinegar and sesame oil in place of 
mayonnaise. 

• Roast daikon and Tokyo turnip in 
combination with carrots and other root 
vegetables.  

• Slice daikon, Tokyo turnip or kohlrabi into 
¼ inch discs and sprinkle with a scant 
amount of sugar and some lemon juice.  

• Small kohlrabi stems generally don’t require 
peeling, and 
doing so will 
eliminate the 
lovely green 
or purple 
skin. Snip off 
the long, leaf 
petioles and 
dice or thinly 
slice the 
remaining base of the plant. Eaten raw, the 
stem is subtly sweet and crunchy, with a 
radish-like bite. It’s also delicious eaten as a 
chip. Slice and bake it for an hour at 250°F. 

• Steaming sweetens roots’ flavor and brings 
out subtle, buttery notes. To steam Tokyo 
Turnips, place the entire plant, greens 
attached, in a steamer rack over gently 
boiling water. Steam for about 5 minutes, 
until the root softens and the greens are 
wilted. Add a dash of salt and pepper, or a 
small pat of butter. Kohlrabi and Daikon can 
also be diced and steamed in the same 
manner.  

• Feature raw Tokyo Turnip, Kohlrabi, and 
Daikon on a crudité platter. 

• Store Daikon, Kohlrabi, and Tokyo Turnip 
for up to three weeks in a cool, humid root 
cellar or refrigerator. 

 

Figure 9. Kimchee, a popular 
Korean dish, is often made 
from fermented bok choy or 

pak choi 

Figure 10. Pakchoi Purple’ and daikon radish 
pair well together in Asian soups 

Figure 11. Sliced kohlrabi can 
be eaten raw or steamed 

Figure 12. 'Pakchoi Purple' 



 

Culture 
Brassica rapa pekinensis 

‘Pakchoi Purple’ 
‘Pakchoi Purple’ is a new cultivar developed in 
Japan. Pak Choi is a cool-season crop that matures 
quickly in either spring or fall.  Full sun is preferable, 
but it will grow in partial shade. Mature plants 
withstand cold temperatures, but tend to bolt 
(flower) quickly in warm weather.  
Sow seeds ¼ inch deep in well-drained, sandy loam. 
A soil pH of 5.8-6.5 is ideal. Pakchoi matures at 6-12 
inches should be thinned to 4 inches apart, in rows 1 
foot apart. Baby leaves may be harvested 
continuously, and the plant will fully mature in 
about 45-50 days.  
 

Brassica rapa 
‘Tokyo Turnip’ 

‘Tokyo’ turnip is a dual-purpose crop that can be 
grown for either the root or the greens. Greens 
emerge in 3 to 5 days, and the root will reach an inch 
in diameter after just 35 days. Its flavor is best when 
the root is no more than 1 to 2 inches.  

 
Figure 13. 'Tokyo Turnip' 

Like other turnips, ‘Tokyo Turnip’ is cold hardy and 
will tolerate some frost, but it may not survive if 
temperatures dip below 25°F. Sow seeds ½ inch 
deep, with 12 to 24 inches between rows. For fall 
planting, direct sow 8 to 10 weeks before the first 
frost date. 
 
Provide nitrogen-rich soil for dark green leaf color 
and tender flavor. A pH of 6.0 to 6.5 is ideal. When 
greens are 4 inches tall, thin seedlings to 2 to 4 
inches apart, being sure to use the greens in salad. 

Harvest the entire plant when the leaves are 4 to 6 
inches long. 
 

Raphinus sativus  
(Daikon radish) 

Direct sow Daikon radish seeds when soil 
temperatures reach 45°F. Like other Brassicas, 
Daikon enjoys cool temperatures and a sunny 
location. Prolonged temperatures above 80°F 
produce misshapen roots, so it’s best to plant in cool 
weather.  

 
Figure 14. Daikon radish 

Plant seeds ¾ inch deep in late summer for a fall 
harvest. Thin seedlings so they are 4-6 inches apart, 
in rows 3 feet apart. They require loose, deep, well-
irrigated soil. Planting in high, raised beds allows for 
better soil management, drainage, and space for the 
large roots to expand. Soil should be amended with 
plenty of compost and can be mounded higher as the 
roots grow. Roots are harvested when they’re 12 
inches long and 2-3 inches in diameter. Daikon 
reaches maturity in about 60-70 days.  
 

Brassica oleraceae var. gongylodes 
(Kohlrabi) 

Kohlrabi is a popular culinary item in German 
speaking countries, as well as in northern India. It 
arrived in the U.S. in the early 1800’s. It is still a 
relatively scarce ingredient in U.S. dishes, possibly 
due to its unusual appearance. Leaves sprout like 
spokes from the swollen, edible stem, which grows 
just above the soil line. The stem is purple, green, or 
white, with a creamy white interior. Kohlrabi has a 
stronger following in pockets of the country with 
well-established ethnically German communities. 
‘Early Purple Vienna,’ ‘Kossak’, and ‘Grand Duke,’ 



 

grow well in Virginia and are relatively easy to find 
in spring and fall markets.  

 
Kohlrabi prefers full sun and cool temperatures. It 
grows well in either spring or fall. Kohlrabi seeds can 
either be started indoors or directly sown when all 
danger of frost is past in spring, or in late summer 

for a fall harvest. Thin seedlings to 4 inches apart, in 
rows that are 18 inches apart. The bulb matures in 80 
days and should be harvested when it reaches 2 ½-3 
inches in diameter. 
 
Warm, dry soil tends to produce woody bulbs. Soil 
high in humus and organic matter will produce the 
most tender and tasty bulbs. Because it grows 
quickly, kohlrabi can be planted and harvested 
several times throughout spring, late summer, and 
early fall.  
 
Diseases and Pests 
Asian and European Brassica crops are susceptible to 
the same diseases and pests as others in this family. 
Roots are susceptible to club root, black rot, and wire 
stem. Cabbage worm, cabbage maggot, and 
Harlequin bugs can be a problem. Wireworms, 
nematodes, and grubs also affect Daikon radish and 
other root crops. Brassica leaves are prone to downy 
mildew, flea beetles and aphids. 

 
Solanaceae Family 

The Solanaceae family encompasses over 100 genera and 3000 species of plants. Informally called the nightshade 
family, Solanaceae includes some of the most economically valuable vegetable crops in the world. Tomatoes, 

eggplants, peppers, tomatillos, and tuber-bearing potatoes all hail from this family. The greatest species diversity is 
concentrated in central and south America, where Solanaceae crops were first cultivated. However, the varied 

landscapes of Asia, Australia and Africa support many cultivars, several of which bear little resemblance to 
familiar grocery store standards. 

 
Solanaceae crops’ diversity is increasingly reflected in local farmer’s markets. Customers from far reaching corners 

of the world are seeking specific cultivars they’ve grown or used in their home countries, and local farmers are 
responding. 

 
 

Capsicum annuum (chili pepper) 
The species 

Capsicum 
annuum 

includes a 
range of 

peppers, 
from sweet 
bell to the 

hottest 
chili. Chili 

peppers contain the compound capsaicin, which 
produces a mild to intense burning sensation. 
 
Capsicum cultivars appear in a range of colors, 
progressing from green to yellow to orange to red. 
They generally grow hotter and sweeter as they 
ripen. One way to measure piquancy is by using the 
Scoville scale, which uses heat units to describe the 
concentration of capsaicin. Pepper cultivars found at 
farmers markets span the heat index, from least to 
greatest: 

 

Figure 15. Green and Purple Kohlrabi 

Figure 16. Colorful chili peppers range in 
flavor and piquancy from mild to 

scorching 



 

 
 
 

Cultivar Scoville Heat Rating Origin Flavor and Culinary 
Use 

Poblano 

 
Figure 17. 

1,000-2,000 Mexico Fruity and mildly hot, 
poblano peppers are a 
common ingredient in 
chili relleno and milder 

Mexican dishes. 

Hungarian wax

 
Figure 18. 

2,800-8,000 Hungary Moderately hot, used in 
stews, pickled, or dried. 

Serrano 

 
Figure 19. 

10,000-23,000 Mexico A popular ingredient in 
salsas, with a bright, 

clean bite. 

Mexican Rat Tail, also known 
as Chile de Arbol 

 
Figure 20. 

15,000-30,000 Mexico Popular for ornamental, 
as well as culinary 

purposes. They do not 
lose their red color when 

dried. Used in curries, 
salsas and chili paste. 

Table 3. Scoville heat ratings for a range of pepper. 



 

Thai chili pepper, also known 
as bird’s eye chili

 
Figure 21. 

50,000-100,000 Southeast Asia Frequently used in Thai 
curries, soups, and Asian 

stir- fries. 

Habanero

 
Figure 22. 

100,000-350,000 South America, 
Central America, 

and Yucatan 

Habaneros have an 
unusual, citrusy flavor. 
They’re often used in 

spice rubs and hot 
sauces. 

Ghost pepper, also known as 
Bhut Jolokia

 
Figure 23. 

855,000-1,463,700 India Used in curries, pickles, 
chutneys, and fish 

dishes.  

Trinidad scorpion

 
Figure 24. 

1.2-2 million Trinidad and 
Tobago 

One of the hottest 
peppers in the world, 

Trinidad scorpions sport 
a pointy tip said to 

resemble the deadly 
insect for which they’re 
named. Their fruity-hot, 

complex flavor adds zing 
African and Indian 

 
Culinary Use and Nutrition Chili peppers are high in vitamin C and are a good 

source of vitamins B6 and K and flavonoids. While it 
has been said that high levels of capsaicin produce a 



 

euphoric effect, those of us unaccustomed to the 
culinary delights of the most piquant peppers may 
wish to sample them in small doses.  
 
Capsaicin oil sticks to skin, and while it may not 
bother fingers, it will burn if it comes in contact with 
eyes or mucous membranes. Wearing rubber gloves 
prevents skin irritation. The peppers’ inner 
membrane and seeds contain much of the heat. 
Using only the outer flesh will dilute the effect of the 
capsaicin, to some degree.  
 
Hot peppers are slimmer, longer, and have a smaller 
yield than sweet bell varieties. Allowing peppers to 
ripen to their full color increases amounts of 
Vitamins A and C. Store peppers in a refrigerator, or 
cold storage area that is 45-50°F, for 2 to 3 weeks. 
 
Several of the recipes in this publication include chili 
peppers. Try interchanging them, depending on 
your taste for heat.  
 
Culture 
Peppers are warm season crops and should be grown 
as transplants. Hot peppers grow in similar 
conditions to bell peppers in our climate: as tender 
annuals, in full sun. Start seeds indoors 6-8 weeks 
before the last spring frost date. Peppers require a 
long growing period in order to reach full ripeness, 

though they may 
be harvested at 
any color stage, 
from green to 
red. To allow 
them to reach 
full maturity, set 
them out as 
soon as all 
danger of frost is 
past. They will 
ripen 70-85 days 
from transplant. 
Check seed 

packet 
directions for 
the mature size 
of a particular 
cultivar.  
 

Plant young seedlings one inch deep, in loose soil 
that is rich in organic matter.  Space them 18 inches 
apart, in rows 2 to 3 feet apart. Peppers are light to 
medium feeders. They benefit from a side dressing of 
10-10-10 fertilizer at the time of planting. Consistent 
moisture is important. An inch of organic mulch 
and use of soaker hoses around the base of plants 
will help control moisture throughout summer.  
 
Pests and Diseases  
Like other plants in this genus, peppers are 
susceptible to Tobacco mosaic virus, bacterial spot, 
and anthracnose. Aphids and flea beetles can 
become a problem, as can European corn borer and 
cutworm. Luckily, squirrels, deer, and bunnies are 
susceptible to capsaicin and will leave hot peppers 
alone. 
 

Solanum melongena (eggplant) 
Cultivation of eggplant dates to prehistoric times. 
The first eggplants most likely originated in southern 
and eastern Asia and looked nothing like the 
present-day oblong, purple vegetable found in U.S. 
supermarkets. It was introduced to the Western 
world about 1500 years ago, and like others in the 
nightshade family, developed a reputation for 
causing all sorts of trouble, from insanity to cancer.  

Figure 26. Aubergine, or "purple" eggplant, is what we're 
accustomed to finding in large grocery stores. 

Eggplant picked up numerous monikers on its way 
to becoming an entrenched part of the culinary 
repertoire on nearly every continent. Sixteenth 
century Spaniards called it “berengas,” or “apple of 

Figure 25. Thai chili peppers grow 
well in a container. 



 

love,” in deference to its aphrodisiacal qualities. 
Eighteenth century Europeans named it eggplant, 
because the variety they grew was the size, shape, 
and color of a goose egg. In some southern U.S. 
states, eggplant is called Guinea squash, in homage 
its 18th century West African roots. While the term 
eggplant officially applies to all cultivars grown in 
the U.S. today, it is known as aubergine in much of 
Europe.  
 
The worldly range of names reflects some of the 
variety we’re beginning to see at local farmer’s 
markets:  
 

• The cultivar ‘African Garden Egg,’ also 
known as “Ethiopian nightshade” or “mock 
tomato,” ranges in color from white to red to 
green to purple. African cultivars are small 
and round, similar in size to tomatoes.  

 
• ‘Turkish Orange’ 

eggplants are 
vibrant orange and 
contain more seeds 
than other 
cultivars.  

 
• Long, thin, purple 

or white Japanese 
eggplants resemble 
the American 
cultivar, but have a 
thinner skin and 
more delicate 

flavor. They generally ripen at 5 to 12 inches 
and are commonly used in Thai, Japanese, 
and Chinese recipes. Varieties include ‘Little 
Fingers’, ‘Ichiban’, ‘Longtom’, and ‘Tango’.  

 
Culinary Use and Nutrition 
Eggplant is low in calories and sodium and provides 
small amounts of vitamins and minerals. The skin is 
particularly nutritious. More tender Asian varieties 
don’t require peeling. Eggplants are more palatable 
after cooking, rather than eaten raw. 
 
Turkish eggplants are delicious when eaten at the 
immature, green stage. Mature, orange fruit are 
excellent when stuffed with seasoned ground meat 
or rice and vegetables, similar to stuffed pepper 
dishes. Slice the eggplants in half, stuff, and roast at 
420°F for 20-30 minutes. African and Turkish 
eggplants are also delicious when roasted alongside 
root vegetables. 
 
Eggplants will store in a cool, humid environment 
for about a week. They freeze well and can also be 
pickled.  
 
Recipe 
Roasted Asian Eggplant With Garlic Sauce 
 
Prep time: 20 minutes 
Total Time: 40 minutes 

5  Medium Japanese eggplants 
2 Garlic cloves 
1 Chili pepper. Thai or Serrano 
1 Teaspoon toasted sesame oil 
2 Tablespoons black vinegar. May substitute 

balsamic vinegar, if black vinegar is not 
avaliable 

2 Teaspoon reduced-sodium soy sauce 
½  Teaspoon sugar 

 Non-stick cooking sparay 
 

1. Preheat an oven to 400ºF. 
 

2. Wash eggplant and remove the ends. Peeling 
the skin is optional. Quarter the eggplants 
lengthwise. 

 Figure 28. Asian eggplant 

Figure 27. 'African Garden Egg,' and 'Turkish 
Orange' eggplant 



 

3. Peel off the outer, brown skin from the garlic 
and mince the cloves. 

 
4. Wash the chili pepper and slice off the end 

with the stem. Slice the pepper in half 
length-wise and remove the seeds. Slice the 
pepper halves again and then turn them to 
dice into smaller pieces.  

 
5. Pour the oil, vinegar, soy sauce and sugar 

into a small bowl, whisk to combine. 
 

6. Stir the garlic and chili peppers into the 
dressing. 

 
7. Spray a cookie sheet or roasting pan with 

non-stick cooking spray. 
 

8. Spread the eggplant evenly in the pan.  
 

9. Drizzle the dressing evenly over the 
eggplant. 

 
10. Place the pan in the pre-heated oven and 

roast for 20 minutes, until the eggplant is 
slightly wilted and brown around the edges. 

 

 
Culture 
While it may take some searching to find specialty 
eggplant seeds, many Asian and African cultivars are 

available through reputable seed catalogs. Eggplant is 
a warm season plant and is very susceptible to frost. 
It requires full sun. Seeds should be started indoors 8 
-10 weeks before setting out. Seedlings should be 
carefully hardened off before planting in the ground. 
Eggplant also grows well in a pot.  
 
Transplant when seedlings are 6 to 8 inches tall and 
all danger of frost has passed. A well-drained, sandy 
loam or loam that is high in organic matter, with a 
pH of 6.0-6.5 is ideal. Even moisture is critical 
during fruit development. 
 
Asian eggplants and ‘African Garden Egg’ should be 
spaced 2 feet apart. ‘Turkish Orange’ eggplant is a 
petite variety that grows easily in a pot. Reaching 
only 18-22 inches, with fruit that is 3 inches in 
diameter, it’s both an ornamental and edible 
addition to patio gardens. Harvest eggplant to 
encourage production.  

 
Diseases 
Eggplants are very susceptible to flea beetles. 
Growing plants under row covers helps alleviate the 
problem. They are also susceptible to Colorado 
potato beetle, mites, tomato hornworm and lace bug. 
Verticillium wilt can cause the plant to wither from 
the bottom up.  
 
Physalis ixocarpa (Tomatillo) 
Also known as husk tomatoes, tomatillos are small, 
round fruits that grow within a papery outer cover. 
Though the literal translation of tomatillo is “little 

Figure 29. 'African Garden Egg' adapts well to the Virginia 
climate, whether grown in the ground or in a container 



 

tomato,” tomatillos are more crisp and citrusy than 
red tomatoes. They were first cultivated by Aztec 
and Mayan cultures and remain an important crop 
throughout Mexico and the Guatemalan highlands. 
Tomatillos were naturalized in the western U.S. in 
the mid-19th century, and they were introduced to 
India in the 1950s. Gradually, tomatillos found their 
way to Australia and Africa, where they now grow 
prolifically. 

 
Figure 30. Tomatillos grow inside a papery husk 

 
Tomatillos are appearing more frequently at Virginia 
farmer’s markets, possibly due to increases in the 
Hispanic population. Though they range in color 
from purple to green to yellow, with firm or soft 
flesh, the most commonly grown cultivars found at 
Virginia farmer’s markets are the firm, green variety.  
 
Culinary Use and Nutrition 
Tomatillos are a good source of vitamins C and K, 
and contain small amounts of minerals. They are a 
key ingredient in Mexican dishes and pair well with 

cilantro, chili 
peppers, 

garlic, and 
onion. They 
are also 
delicious diced 
raw into a 
salad, or sliced 
and fried as in 
“fried green 

tomatoes.” 
They lend a 
subtle sweet, 

tangy flavor to salsas and chilies. Tomatillos store 
well in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks, and they 
can be frozen for up to 3 months.  
     
Recipe 
Salsa Verde 
 
Prep time: 25 minutes 
Total time: 35 minutes 
Note: This recipe is mildly spicy. Adjust the spice by 
substituting milder or hotter peppers, according to 
taste. 

 
2  Pounds Tomatillos. About 26 medium 
1 Large onion 
3 carrots 
1 Habanero pepper 
1 Jalapeno pepper 
1 Serrano pepper 
1  Sweet red pepper 
2 Garlic cloves 
¼ Cup chopped cilantro 
2 Tablespoons apple cider vinegar 
1 Tablespoon apple cider 
1 Tablespoon olive oil 
¼ Teaspoon cumin 

 
Using a food processor or blender to make Salsa 
Verde will result in a smoother  consistency; 

Figure 31. Tomatillos' flesh is firmer 
than tomatoes'. Chop them raw into 
salads, roast them alongside other 

vegetables, or fry them 

Figure 32. Salsa verde is delicious paired with eggs, 
enchiladas, fish, and latin dishes. Huevos (eggs) con salsa 

verde, shown here, is a great way to start the day 



 

however, dicing the ingredients into small pieces 
without the use of a blender also works well and 
results in a chunkier salsa. These instructions are for 
use with a blender or food processor.  
 

1. Remove the papery outer husks from the 
tomatillos. Wash the tomatillos under cool 
water. Slice them in half. 
 

2. Cut the ends off of the onion, and peel off 
the outer brown layers. Slice the onion in 
half lengthwise, and place the flat side down. 
Slice each piece in half again. 

3. Wash the peppers and slice off the end with 
the stem. Slice in half length-wise and 
remove the seeds. Slice the larger, sweet 
pepper in half again, to fit into the food 
processor or blender. 
 

4. Peel and rinse the carrots. Cut into finger-
length pieces. 

 
5. Peel the outer skin from the garlic cloves 

and slice each clove in half. 
 

6. Add all of the ingredients, including the 
vegetables, cumin, oil, cider and vinegar to 
the blender or food processor and blend 
until smooth.  

 
7. Serve immediately, or refrigerate for up to 3 

days. Salsa Verde may also be frozen for up 
to 3 months.  

 
Culture 
Tomatillos are a cinch to grow. Sprawling vines are 
covered with lovely yellow flowers, followed by 
Chinese-lantern-like 
husks. The fruit 
gradually fill the 
husks, and are ready 
to harvest when they 
burst through the 
skin. ‘Everona Large 
Green’ is a drought-
tolerant cultivar that 
stands up to Virginia 
clay. 
 
Seeds should be 
started indoors 6 
weeks before the last 
spring frost date and 
transplanted 
outdoors at the same 
time as tomatoes, 
when the soil is 
consistently warm. Like tomatoes, tomatillos prefer 
full sun and compost-rich soil. Bury up to 2/3 of the 
seedling at the time of planting to encourage rooting. 
Space plants 2 ½ - 3 feet apart.  
 
Keep sprawling vines off the ground to prevent rot 
and fungus by using a trellis or tomato cage. Mature 
plants typically reach 3 to 4 feet in all directions and 
are highly prolific. They need at least 1-2 inches of 
water per week. Mature fruit are 1 ½ to 2 inches in 
diameter. Harvest tomatillos when the fruit fills and 
splits the husk, about 60-75 days after transplant. 
 
Diseases and Pests 
Tomatillos are relatively pest and disease free. Birds 
leave them alone, and their husk protects them from 
insects. They are susceptible to the same diseases as 
tomatoes. 
 
Ipomoea batatas ‘Ayamurasaki’ 
(Japanese sweet potato) 
Sweet potatoes are members the genus Ipomoea 
batatas, which falls under the Convolvulaceae family. 
They are only distantly related to the Irish white or 

Figure 33. Tomatillo fruit are 
preceded by lovely yellow flowers 

and Chinese-lantern-like husks 



 

yellow tubers (Solanum tuberosum) that are 
members of the nightshade family. Sweet potatoes 
originated in the Americas some 8000 years ago. 
Explorers carried them throughout the Polynesian 
islands around 700 AD; however, they didn’t reach 
the Asian continent until the 1700’s. 

 
Most Americans 
are familiar with 
the orange-fleshed 
sweet potato 
cultivars that are 
popular around 

Thanksgiving. 
Purple fleshed 
Ipomoea batatas 
“Ayamurasaki” and 

purple- skinned, white-fleshed ‘Murasaki’ are 
novelty fare at local farmer’s markets.  
 
Culinary Use and Nutrition  
Purple sweet potatoes are gaining increasing interest 
from the scientific community for their anti-oxidant 
potential.  The tuber is a nutrient-dense starch free 
of solid fat and cholesterol. It’s packed with many 
essential vitamins and minerals. The leaves are also 
nutritious, containing high levels of vitamins C and 
K, and potassium. 
 
Purple sweet 
potatoes have a 
drier, starchier 
flavor than orange 
varieties. In Japan, 
sweet potatoes are 
often steamed or 
fried in tempura. 
Purple sweet 
potatoes can be 
used in much the same way as orange sweet 
potatoes:  baked into pies, mashed, roasted, or paired 
with meat dishes.  
 
Young, tender sweet potato leaves are used in Asian 
and African dishes in the same way that we’d use 
spinach or other greens: raw, steamed, or added to 
soups and stews.  
 

Recipe 
Farmers Market Japanese Sweet Potato and 
Bison Stew  
 
Prep time: 30 minutes 
Total time: 45 minutes 

  
2  pounds ‘Ayamurasaki’ or ‘Murasaki’ sweet 

potatoes 
1 Pound  fresh or frozen shelled sweet peas 
1 Tablespoon vegetable oil 
1 Small onion 
2 Garlic cloves 
1 Pound grass-fed farmers market ground 

bison 
1  Teaspoon fresh ginger root 
2 Tablespoons rice vinegar 
2 Tablespoons reduced-sodium soy sauce 
1 Chili pepper 
1 Tablespoon apple cider 
2 Tablespoons water 

 
For the sweet potatoes and peas: 

1. Bring a medium pot of water to boil. 
 

2. Meanwhile, scrub the sweet potatoes and 
slice them in half. Place the flat side down 
and cut the potato pieces in half again. Dice 
the potatoes into ½ inch pieces. 

 
3.  Fit a steamer rack or double boiler pan over 

the pot of boiling water. Add the potatoes 

Figure 34. 'Ayamurasaki' potatoes 
have purple flesh and are rich in 

anti-oxidants 

Figure 35.  Steaming 'Murasaki' 
potatoes helps retain nutrients 

Figure 36. Japanese Sweet Potato and Bison Stew makes 
use of two farmers market finds 



 

and steam them for 10 minutes, until barely 
tender. 

 
4. Add the peas to the potatoes and steam for 3 

more minutes. 
 
For the ground bison: 

1. Cut the ends off of the onion, and peel off 
the outer brown layers. Slice the onion in 
half lengthwise, and place the flat side down. 
Slice across the onion, keeping the layers 
together. Turn and slice again to dice into 
small pieces. 
 

2. Peel off the outer, brown skin from the garlic 
and mince the cloves. 

 
3. Using a 1-inch piece of fresh ginger, slice off 

the outer skin and any awkward bumps. 
Slice the ginger lengthwise, then turn to dice 
into smaller pieces.  

 
4. Heat the vegetable oil in a large skillet. 

 
5. Add the garlic to the pan and sauté the garlic 

for 30 seconds, then add the ginger and 
sauté for another 30 seconds. 

 
6. Add the onion and saute for 7 minutes, until 

barely translucent. 
 

7. Add the ground bison to the pan and sauté 
until it is uniformly brown.  

 
8. Drain off any excess fat: holding a lid over 

the ingredients, tilt the pan over an empty 
metal can inside a sink (an empty can of 
soup or vegetables works well. Do not pour 
the fat directly down the drain. When the fat 
hardens inside the can, throw it away.) 

 
9. Return the pan to the stove, on low heat.  

 
10. In a small mixing bowl, combine the 

vinegar, soy sauce, chili pepper and water. 
Add the sauce to the beef mixture and stir. 
Simmer for one minute.  

11. Add the sweet potatoes and peas to the pan, 
and stir to combine. Cover, and cook on low 
heat for 10 minutes. 

 

 
 
Culture 
Sweet potatoes are tropical plants that require a long 
growing season. Plant them when temperatures are 
consistently above 65°F. Like other sweet potatoes, 
‘Ayamurasaki’ and ‘Murasaki’ should be grown from 
slips (transplants) produced from a previous crop. 
Slips may be purchased from reputable growers.  
 
Sweet potatoes prefer a fertile, well-drained, sandy 
loam. Plant slips at a depth of 4 inches, in rows 3 feet 
apart, with 8 inches between each plant. They like 
moderately acid soil, with a pH of 5.2-6.7. Sweet 
potatoes need at least one inch of water per week, 
especially during early root development. Watering 
in the morning will allow leaves to dry by nightfall 
and reduce the chance of disease. Add an inch of 
organic leaf mulch, straw, or grass clippings to the 
sweet potatoes weekly for about 4 weeks after 
planting, lifting the vines so that they aren’t buried.  
 
Harvest when leaves begin to turn yellow in early 
fall. Sweet potatoes should be harvested before the 
first frost, while soil temperatures are still above 50°F 
and soil is moderately dry. Use a potato spade to dig 
gently from the outside of the row to avoid 
damaging tubers that have migrated.  



 

 
Although freshly dug sweet potatoes can be cooked 
and eaten immediately, their flavor will sweeten if 
they’re cured. To cure them, stack them in crates or 
mesh bags, and place them in a relatively humid, 
warm location. The ideal temperature for curing is 
around 85°F. Wrapping the crates in blankets and 
placing them near a warm furnace is often sufficient. 
After curing, sweet potatoes can be stored for several 
months. To store them, wrap each tuber in 
newspaper and keep them in a dark location at 50-
55°F. 
 
Diseases and Pests 
Sweet potatoes are relatively disease and pest free. In 
humid, southern climates, they are more susceptible 
to black rot and Fusarium wilt. Diseased foliage and 
tubers should be discarded to prevent spread. Sweet 
potato weevil and aphids can also be a problem. To 
avoid diseases and pests, be sure that plants have 
proper drainage and are not stressed by drought.  Do 
not plant sweet potatoes in the same location for 
more than two years consecutively. 
 
Cucurbita pepo, C. moschata, C. 
maxima (gourd, squash) 

The Cucurbita genus is part of the Cucurbiticeae 
family, which includes the full range of squash, 
gourds, cucumbers and melons. Cucurbitas were 
first cultivated in the Andes and Mesoamerica. Early 
Native Americans learned the value of growing 
squash alongside corn and beans, and it quickly 
became one of the three main “sister” crops, along 
with corn and beans. When the colonists arrived in 
the new world, Native Americans shared both their 

food and their seeds. Colonists carried the seeds 
throughout Europe and the New World, and many 
new cultivars sprung from the originals. Cucurbita 
now grow throughout the world in a huge array of 
colors, shapes and sizes.  
 
The squash we grow today are typically divided into 
two groups:  

• Summer squash grow on bushy vines and are 
harvested before their rind and seeds 
harden. They belong to the species C. pepo, 
which includes zucchini, yellow squash, and 
pattypan.  

• Winter squash grow on sprawling vines, and 
their rinds are hard and occasionally bumpy. 
They require a long growing period and are 
harvested in late summer and fall. Winter 
squash belong to the species C. maxima or 
C. moschata. Pumpkins, gourds, 
‘Gautemalan Blue’ squash, and Kabocha are 
included in this group.  

 
C. pepo ‘Mexican zucchini’ is a small, round summer 
squash with delicate green and white stripes. A local 
Virginia farmer, who is originally from Mexico, 
offered it at his farm stand with a sign that read: 
“sweeter than regular zucchini.” His daughter had 
urged him to share a family favorite with Virginia 
customers, and the effort seemed to pay off. 

 
Figure 38. 'Mexican zucchini' is "sweeter than regular 

zucchini" 

 
C. maxima ‘Gautemalan Blue’ arrived at the market 
for similar reasons. The 5 lb., 20 inch “banana” 
squash was a bit of a novelty to most shoppers, but 
when the farmer described the way his mother 
steamed it with brown sugar, it was a hit. An amount 

Figure 37. Squash come in a wide range of shapes 
and sizes. Some edible, while others are ornamental 



 

needed for cooking can be sliced off, while the 
remainder stores well in the refrigerator for up to 2 
weeks. The blue striped rind contrasts beautifully 
with golden orange flesh.  

C. moschata ‘Kabocha’ is an unusually shaped 
squash that often get mixed up with gourds in 
October, but not all peculiar looking squash are 
ornamental. C. maxima ‘Kabocha’, also known as 
Japanese pumpkin, is a winter squash with greenish-
blue or orange skin and a hat-like top. The flesh is 
bright orange and tastes somewhere between sweet 
potato and pumpkin. It is delicious in pies, as well as 
in soups. It can also be fried with Tempura or 
roasted.  

Figure 40. Kabocha squash rind is either blue-gray or 
orange, but both have orange flesh 

 
Culinary Use and Nutrition 
Summer squash is a healthful, low-calorie dietary 
choice and an excellent source of vitamin C. Winter 
squash is a versatile ingredient in many dishes: 

 
• Peel winter squash, remove seeds, dice and 

spray with olive oil. Add 1 t. cinnamon, ½ t. 
nutmeg and 1 T. brown sugar. Roast in a 
420°F oven for 30 minutes, or until tender.  

• Summer squash is usually paired in savory 
dishes. It’s delicious steamed or roasted with 
other summer vegetables, such as peppers, 
onions, and tomatoes. Season with 1 t. of 
fresh thyme or basil and a dash of salt and 
pepper. 

• Squash blossoms are also edible. Flowers are 
added to soups, or combined with cheese 
and stuffed into tortillas.  

• Mature winter squash seeds are delicious 
roasted and can be seasoned with various 
spices. Clean and dry the seeds. Sprinkle 
with 1 t. cumin, ½ t. turmeric, and ½ t. 
coriander, or simply with salt and pepper. 
Roast in a 415 °F oven for 15-20 minutes, 
until seeds are light brown. 

 
Summer squash is perishable and should be stored in 
the refrigerator and used within 2 weeks. Winter 
squash can be stored in a dry, 50°F environment for 
2-6 months.  
 
Recipe  
Soft Tacos With Squash Blossom Filling 
 
Prep time: 20 minutes 
Total time: 35 minutes 

 
Figure 41. Tortillas stuffed with squash blossoms are 

popular Yucatecan fare 

1  Tablespoon vegetable oil 
1 Medium onion 
1 Garlic clove 

Figure 39. Guatemalan Blue squash 
can be quite a handful 



 

1 Poblano pepper 
10 Squash blossoms 
½ Cup low-sodium chicken or vegetable stock 
3 Sprigs fresh epazote 
4 6-inch whole wheat flour tortillas 
¼ Cup grated queso blanco. Mexican or other 

mild, white cheese 
 

1. Cut the ends off of the onion, and peel off 
the outer brown layers. Slice the onion in 
half lengthwise, and place the flat side down. 
Slice across the onion, keeping the layers 
together. Turn and slice again to dice into 
small pieces. 

 
2. Peel off the outer, brown skin from the garlic 

and mince the cloves. 
 

3. Wash the poblano pepper and slice off the 
end with the stem. Slice the pepper in half 
length-wise and remove the seeds. Slice the 
pepper halves again and then turn them to 
dice into smaller pieces.  

 
4. Gently rinse the squash blossoms under cool 

water.  
 
 

5. Using a medium sauté pan, heat the 
vegetable oil.  

 
6. Add the onion, garlic and pepper to the pan. 

Sautee until vegetables begin to soften, about 
7 minutes.  

 
7. Add the squash blossoms and sauté until 

barely wilted, about 1 minute.  
 

8. Add the stock to the pan and bring to a boil. 
Lower the heat to medium and simmer for 5 
minutes, until the liquid is reduced.  

 
 

9. Add the epazote. Simmer for another 3 
minutes. 

 
10.  Turn off the heat and set the pan aside, 

allowing the ingredients to cool slightly 
while you prepare the tortillas. 

 
11. Lay the tortillas down on a flat surface. 

 
12. Sprinkle 1 tablespoon of cheese on each 

tortilla. 
 

13. Spread 1/4 of the squash blossom vegetable 
filling over the cheese. 

 
14. Fold each tortilla in half, and then slice them 

down the center.  
 

15. Serve with Salsa Verde on the side. 
 

 
 
Culture 
Both summer and winter squash need full sun, and 
plenty of room to roam. They need a well-draining 
location, and moderately fertile soil with a pH of 6.0-
7.5. Seeds may be started indoors 3-4 weeks before 
planting out, or direct sown when soil is warm.  
 
Plant summer squash when soil temperatures are 
65°F. Plants should be spaced 3-4 feet apart in hills 
of 2-3 plants, in rows that are 4-6 feet apart, or closer 
for single plants. Squash is a heavy feeder and 
requires a side dressing of 33-0-0 fertilizer after 
blossoming begins, and again 3 weeks later. Mexican 
zucchini will be ready to harvest in about 50 days.  
 



 

Winter squash are planted when all danger of frost 
has passed. They can be either be harvested and 
eaten when they are young or small, or left on the 
vine to harden. They’re typically planted 4-5 seeds 
per hill, in rows 3-4 feet apart. Select the 2 best plants 
from each hill, and discard the others. Vines will 
sprawl 10-15 feet along the ground. Trellising 
provides better air circulation. Plant winter squash 
after a bean crop, to take advantage of the nitrogen 
in the soil. Harvest Kabocha squash when they are 6-
10 inches in diameter, and their color has dulled a 
bit. Guatemalan Blue squash is typically ready for 
harvest after 90 days.  
 
Diseases and Pests 
Like other squash, these are susceptible to mildew, 
blight, and bacterial wilt. Cucumber beetle and 
squash vine borer can be a problem. Irregular 
moisture or calcium deficiency can cause blossom 
end rot, and they may fail to set fruit if pollinators 
are not available.  
 
Vigna unguiculata sub. 
sesquipedalis (Yardlong Bean) 

  
Yardlong beans 
originated in Asia 
and are now 
extensively grown 
throughout Europe, 
Oceana and North 
America.  Though 
their fresh pods are 
eaten like green 
beans, these 
unusual Asian 
delicacies are more 
closely related to 
cowpeas and black-
eyed peas. Also 
known as 
asparagus beans or 

dau gok, they are slowly gaining popularity in 
Virginia.  
 
Yard-long beans are quite ornamental. Large, violet 
flowers appear in mid-summer, followed by unique, 
dangling pods. They make great teepees, when 

grown on a 7-9 foot tripod or trellis. Beans that are 
left to mature to their full 3-feet are great fun in 
children’s gardens.  
 
Culinary Use 
Yardlong beans are high in fiber and are a great 
source of folates. They are also a good source of 
vitamins C and A, and they contain moderate levels 
of iron, calcium and other minerals. 
 
Some say yardlong beans’ flavor is reminiscent of 
asparagus. They are denser than green beans and 
more intensely flavored. Try them in Asian-style 
stir-fries, or cut and steamed them like green beans. 
If allowed to grow to their full length, yardlong 
beans can be shelled and enjoyed like “southern” 
peas. The young stems and leaves are also edible.  
 
Harvested pods quickly develop rusty patches, if they 
are not stored properly. Keep them in the 
refrigerator and use them within a few days to avoid 
spoilage. They can also be pickled, or blanched and 
frozen for later use.  
 
Recipe 
Yardlong Beans with Garlic 
 
Prep time: 15 minutes 
Total time: 30 minutes 

2  Pounds yardlong beans 
2 Garlic cloves 
1 Tablespoon vegetable oil 

1/3 Cup low-sodium chicken or vegetable broth 
¼ Teaspoon freshly ground pepper 

 
1. Rinse yardlong beans under cool water.  

 
2. Snap or cut off ends, as you would with 

green beans. 
 

3. Break or cut into 1-inch pieces. 
 

4. Peel off the outer, brown skin from the garlic 
and mince the cloves. 

 
5. Meanwhile, heat oil in a non-stick skillet 

over medium heat.  
 

Figure 43. Yard long beans 
alongside other Asian vegetables 

at the farmers market 



 

6. Add garlic and saute ́ for 30 seconds. 
 

7. Add the beans to the pan and stir to coat 
with garlic and oil. Stir gently for 3 minutes, 
until beans begin to soften.  

 
 

8. Add broth, and cook for another 8-10 
minutes, stirring occasionally until liquid 
evaporates. 

 
9. Season with pepper. 

 

 
 
Culture  
Culturally, yard long beans should be grown in the 
same manner as pole beans. Plant them after danger 
of spring frost. They tolerate heat, but wither in cold 
weather. For row planting, sow seeds 1 inch deep 
with 6-12 inches between; if planted around a tripod, 
sow 3 seeds per pole. Provide consistent moisture, 
otherwise the pods may be stunted and fibrous. 
Yardlong beans prefer a soil pH of 5.5-7.5 and will 
tolerate acid or clay soil, amended with compost. 
 
True to their name, pods can grow up to 30 inches 
long; however, they are best enjoyed while young 
and tender. Harvest when pods are 12-18 inches and 
the width of a pencil, about 2 months after planting. 
Continual harvest encourages production. Yard long 

beans are legumes and will enrich soil by fixing 
nitrogen from the air in their nodules and roots.  
 
Succession planting works well for Asian vegetables. 
Yardlong beans can follow bok choy in spring, and a 
second, mid-summer sowing may accompany 
Kabocha squash. Replace them with Daikon in late 
summer or early fall. 
 
Diseases and Pests 
Yardlong beans are relatively disease free. Aphids 
and thrips can be problematic. 
 

Dysphania ambrosioides (Epazote) 
 
Epazote is native to central and South America, 
though it now grows wild in much of the U.S. and 
Mexico. It is a member of the Amaranthaceae family, 
which includes amaranth, spinach, quinoa, and 
beets. The Aztecs valued its culinary and medicinal 
qualities, and it remains a culinary staple in 
Yucatecan cooking. Often paired with black beans, 
epazote has anti-flatulent properties. Historically, 
people believed it treated a range of complaints, 
from dysmenorrhea to malaria, though these uses 
have not been scientifically proven. It is commonly 
referred to as wormseed, Mexican tea, or Paico.  

 
Figure 44. Epazote grows easily in Virginia. Grow in a pot 

to prevent self-sowing 

 
Culinary Use and Nutrition 
Young epazote leaves can add small amounts of 
folate and trace minerals to your diet, along with big 
flavor.   
 



 

Epazote leaves impart a unique, pungent flavor that 
is difficult to describe. Somewhere between fennel, 
mint, and lemon, its taste and smell seem to vary 
from person to person. Try adding small amounts at 
first, to see if the flavor agrees with you. Epazote is 
often used to enhance slow-cooked beans, soups, 
tamales, quesadillas, chili and mole. It also pairs well 
with eggs and potatoes. Mature leaves contain 

ascaridole, which is toxic to several intestinal worms.  
The dried leaves can be used to prepare a tea that is 
said to aid in digestion.  
 
Young epazote leaves tend to be less pungent than 
mature leaves. For the best flavor, harvest epazote 
and other herbs in the morning. Leaves will remain 
fresh if left on the stem and placed in a glass of 
water. They can also be wrapped in a moist paper 
towel and stored in the refrigerator for several days. 
To preserve leaves for later use, hang stems upside 
down in a dark, cool environment, such as a garage 
or basement for several weeks. When they crumble 
to the touch, store them in a sealed container in a 
cool, dry environment for several months. Leaves 
can also be frozen, either whole or chopped. Mix 
them with a bit of water and freeze them in an ice 
cube tray for easy access.  
 
Epazote seeds and oil can have a toxic effect and 
should not be consumed. Pregnant and nursing 
women should consult their doctor before eating 
epazote. 
 

Recipe  
Slow-roasted Black Beans 
  
Prep time: 20 minutes 
Soaking time: 6-8 hours 
Cooking time: 1 1/2-2 hours  
Total time:  8-10 hours 

 
Figure 46. Dry epazote leaves and store them for later use 

with bean dishes. Use less dry leaves than fresh in 
recipes. For example, if recipe calls for 1 tablespoon fresh 

epazote use 1 teaspoon dried epazote leaves 

2 1/4  Cups dried black beans (1 pound) 
1 Teaspoon vegetable oil 
1 Small onion  
1 Garlic clove 
½ Teaspoon cumin 
¼ Teaspoon chili powder 
1 Large sprig epazote 
½ Teaspoon salt 
6 Cups low-sodium chicken or vegetable 

stock water 
 

1. Wash beans and pick through them to 
remove any grit or withered beans. Place the 
beans in a Dutch oven. Add 6 cups of water, 
and remove any beans that float. 
 

2. Let the beans soak for 6-8 hours, or 
overnight.  

 
3. Drain the beans in a colander. 

 
4. Cut the ends off of the onion, and peel off 

the outer brown layers. Slice the onion in 
half lengthwise, and place the flat side down. 

Figure 45. Epazote leaves add a flavorful punch to 
Mexican dishes 



 

Slice across the onion, keeping the layers 
together. Turn and slice again to dice into 
small pieces. 

 
5. Peel off the outer, brown skin from the garlic 

and mince the clove. 
 

6. Rinse the epazote and chop the leaves into 
small pieces, discarding the stem. 

 
7. Add the beans to the Dutch oven again.  

 
8. Stir in the chopped onion, garlic and 

epazote. 
 

9. Add the 6 cups of low-fat chicken or 
vegetable stock to the Dutch oven. 

 
10. Heat slowly to a simmer.  

 
11. Partly cover and simmer over medium-low 

heat, stirring occasionally. Check every 20 
minutes to make sure there is always at least 
½ inch of liquid above the beans. Add hot 
water as necessary.  

 
12. Cook until the beans are tender, about 1 1/2 

to 2 hours.  When the beans are ready, they 
will hold their shape, but will be easy to 
mash with a spoon.  

 

 

 
Culture 
Epazote is grown as an annual in U.S.D.A. climate 
zones 2-7. It’s been spotted in New York’s Central 
Park, which gives some indication of its ability to 
self-sow. To prevent it from taking over the garden, 
grow it in a pot with good drainage, as you would 
with mint. Use a potting mix that contains an 
average amount of organic matter. The mature plant 
reaches 2–4 feet high and wide.  
 
Plant epazote when nighttime temperatures are 
above 50°F. Sow seeds ¼ inch deep, and provide 
consistent moisture until seeds germinate. Epazote 
grows in dry conditions and needs only about 1 inch 
of water per week. Full sun ensures the best leaf 
development and flavor. Remove the dried seed 
heads to prevent self-sowing.  
 
Diseases and Pests 
Epazote does not have any significant diseases or 
pests. Its aromatic leaves may be a deterrent to 
insects.  
 
Conclusion 
Now that you’re familiar with some of the unique 
produce showing up at local markets, perhaps you’ll 
feel inspired to try out one of the recipes described 
here. You’ll find even more options through the 
Virginia Cooperative Extension Food and Nutrition 
Program’s online database of recipes: 
http://www.ext.vt.edu/topics/food-health/family-
nutrition-program/. Local Market Masters are good 
resources for finding specific types of produce. 
You’ll find them strolling through market stands, or 
through your localities’ Community Horticulture 
Office.  
 
Market offerings are often in flux. Farmers may 
decide to grow a crop for only one season, or they 
may introduce a product not previously listed on the 
market vendors’ website. Virginia Grown 
(http://www.vdacs.virginia.gov/vagrown/) is a web-
based resource that helps consumers locate fresh, 
local produce. Of course, the most reliable and fun 
way to find and try new veggies is to visit the 
markets, peruse the options, and ask the vendors 
what they recommend. Extension Master Gardeners 

http://www.ext.vt.edu/topics/food-health/family-nutrition-program/
http://www.ext.vt.edu/topics/food-health/family-nutrition-program/
http://www.vdacs.virginia.gov/vagrown/


 

are often available at farmers markets to help answer 
questions about growing vegetables, as well as other 
plants. 
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