
The Garden Plot, April 2009 

By Robin Mittenthal, University Apartments Community Gardens Committee 

 

Possible garden tasks for April: Buy seeds, seed potatoes, and onion starts (small onion bulbs) at local garden 

stores.  Prepare soil and plant potatoes, onions, leeks, cabbage, broccoli, beets, carrots, peas, lettuce, and other 

cold-tolerant vegetables as seeds or (for lettuce, cabbage, broccoli, and some others) buy small plants at a 

garden store and plant those.  Fertilize garlic, strawberries, rhubarb, asparagus, and other biennial or perennial 

plants you may already have growing in your garden.  You don’t have to, but you may want to cover some or all 

of your early plantings with cloth-like floating row covers to keep them warmer, help them grow faster, and 

keep away pests.  Plan the rest of your gardening year!  See http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/index.shtml for 

previous Garden Plot columns and a manual covering all of these topics. 

 

News from the Eagle Heights Garden Committee:  We have hired two new garden workers and will be very 

glad to have their help keeping the gardens running smoothly this year.  Garden plot assignments will be posted 

at the gardens at about noon on April 4
th

.  April 4
th

 is also a garden workday, and while all of the volunteer slots 

for the 4
th

 will probably be full by the time you get this newsletter, watch this space and your e-mail to learn 

about future opportunities (May 9
th

 and May 23
rd

 are the next two workdays, but there will be many others).  

Help run the gardens by attending our next meeting at 7 pm on Tues., April 28
th

 in the Eagle Heights 

Community Center.  

 

Now, for the fourth installment in a series of 6 focusing on popular crops, here’s a little information about 

lettuce.  Though lettuce varieties vary greatly in appearance, all of them are actually the same plant, one 

scientists call Lactuca sativa.  The word lactuca, Latin for “lettuce”, comes in turn from the Latin root word lac, 

meaning milk.  If you break a lettuce leaf off a living plant, the whitish sap that leaks out does look like milk, 

but it’s quite bitter.  The word sativa means “sown” or “cultivated” and is a species name given to many plants 

we eat.  Though you might not guess it from the leaves, lettuce is in the family Asteraceae, which includes 

daisies, dandelions, and sunflowers.    

 

Like all of the other plants we put in our gardens, lettuce is descended from a quite different-looking wild plant 

that our ancestors identified as edible and gradually modified by choosing naturally occurring variations that 

they liked.   Lettuce was probably first grown in an area centered around Iran, but it had spread throughout 

Europe and Asia by the 5
th

 century A..D. and throughout North and South America by the year 1600.    

 

Lettuce was already a very popular vegetable by Roman times, but because the varieties the Romans had were 

more bitter than the ones we have today, they used lettuce in hot dishes as much as in cold salads (heating the 

lettuce breaks down the compounds responsible for the bitter taste).  Lettuce soup was popular into the early 

1900s (many fine lettuce soup recipes are still available today -- just search online with the term “lettuce soup”), 

but the spread of refrigeration after World War II prompted many people to buy more of it and use it almost 

entirely in salads.  

 

 Lettuces grown around the world are of five types: leaf lettuce, which does not make heads but just has leaves 

loosely arranged on a stalk; butterhead lettuce, which makes soft, loose heads; cos lettuce, also called romaine, 

which makes dense heads of stiff, upright leaves;  crisphead lettuce, also called iceberg, that makes dense, very 

round heads; and stem lettuce, which has large, thick, edible stems and relatively small leaves.   

 

Leaf lettuce and cos lettuce are the types you are most likely to grow in your garden.  You may also grow 

butterhead lettuces, which are sweet, soft, and good to eat but do not store well.  Crisphead lettuces are, in my 

opinion, almost completely flavorless; they also tolerate heat less well than other lettuces.  Stem lettuce is tasty 

and popular in China but has not yet gotten the attention it deserves in the US.   

 

I will not talk in depth here about how to grow lettuce, harvest it, or store it after you bring it home (see my 

May 2008 column online for details on those topics; also see http://urbanext.illinois.edu/veggies/directory.html 



or  http://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/lettuce.html for more than you would ever want to know).  Two points do bear 

repeating, however.   

 

First, lettuce plants do not like heat – they do best in the spring and in the fall.  You can grow them during the 

summer, but be aware that they will “bolt” (get tall, get bitter, and flower) much more quickly in hot weather.   

 

Second, unfortunately, lettuce is not something you can plant once and harvest all season.  If you want to have a 

continuous supply of lettuce, you must plant small amounts of it about every two weeks beginning in April and 

continuing into September.  Just so you know, chard, kale, and collards can be planted once and harvested all 

season.  They’re also more nutritious than lettuce, which contains vitamin A, calcium, and some other vitamins 

and minerals but is not a particularly rich source of any of them.   

 

Next month: tips on tomatoes. 


