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Welcome to the third year of The Garden Plot.  Because I have already covered most of the practical “how-to” 

topics that I feel are important for beginning gardeners, I’ll be focusing more on the science and history of 

gardening.  However, for those who are just starting to garden (and for experienced gardeners who would like a 

reminder), I will start each month’s column with a list of garden tasks appropriate in that month.  Each list will 

include dates indicating previous garden columns on the subject, all of which can be found at 

http://www.eagleheightsgardens.org/.  Most of these topics are also covered in more detail in a free manual 

available at the same web address. 

 

Things you might do in January: 

• Learn more about gardening (Download the manual, look around on the web, get gardening books from 

the public library, or buy them in a bookstore; you should make sure to get information specific to 

Wisconsin or at least the Upper Midwest) 

• Learn how to cook with what you grow (1/08, 2/08) 

• Sprout seeds to eat as a winter vegetable (11/07) 

• Make a plan for what you want to grow and when (4/07, 7/07, 9/07) 

• Order seeds by mail, over the web, or in local garden stores (4/07, 12/07) 

• Gather supplies for starting plants indoors in February or March 

 

Beginning in February, I will present a set of columns discussing what scientists call the “natural history” of 

some popular crops: where in the world they come from, how they became part of human diets, how they’ve 

changed over time, how they interact with climate and other organisms, and why and how we grow them today.     

 

The vegetables I’m planning to talk about – onions, “cole” crops (a group of related crops that includes 

broccoli, cabbage, and kale), lettuce, tomatoes, and cucumbers -- are not the most important food crops in the 

world (that list is topped by energy-rich grains like corn, rice, and wheat).  But they are widely popular, and 

may be crops you already know and grow.   

 

Hopefully, each crop profile will serve to illustrate the following interconnected points: 

 

1) Every plant species we eat spent millions of years evolving in a particular place on the planet.  Humans have 

changed these plants in many ways and moved them to places far from their native homes, but this has 

happened only in the past few thousand years, and mostly in the past few hundred years.  In many cases, 

moving these plants around and shaping them to our liking has increased their vulnerability to pests and 

diseases and reduced their ability to compete with weeds.  They’re now as dependent for survival on us as we 

are on them.       

 

2) Plants tend to do best when we recreate the conditions in which they evolved as closely as possible.  Plant 

breeders and gardeners can take steps to make a plant tolerate unusual soil, weather, and light conditions, but 

the conditions in which the plant evolved set some outer limits to where and when a plant can be grown.    

 

3) These vegetables have achieved prominence at the expense of a much larger group of plants that we used to 

eat.  Anthropologists and archeologists who study food estimate that humans as a species have over time eaten 

thousands of different species of plants, and an individual pre-agricultural “hunter-gatherer” might have eaten 

as many as several hundred diverse plants at different times of the year.  Now, in contrast, many of us eat just 

10 or 12 kinds of plants, and we eat the same ones all year long. 

 

4) Taken together, these plants are diverse enough that if you can grow all of them, then you can grow just 

about anything else that’s adapted to our climate.  I’m a big fan of experimenting with new crops in the garden, 



even if there are times when they don’t grow well or I find that I don’t like eating them.  One way to find new 

crops and new varieties of old familiar ones is to look through the catalog of Seed Savers, a non-profit 

organization working to preserve the world’s vegetable diversity.  See http://www.seedsavers.org/ to learn 

more. 

 

Next month: the secret lives of onions. 

 

As always, e-mail me if you have questions (mittenth@gmail.com).  In the past I’ve always responded to 

questions privately, but I’ll run a column of your questions and my answers later this year (I’ll check with you 

for permission first!).  


