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We are seeing an increasing variety of vegetables grown in New Zealand.  As well as offering variety to our meals, this offers small growers the opportunity to supply the small or untapped markets.  And something worth bearing in mind is that many of the Asian vegetables are suitable for growing throughout the winter period supplying greens through otherwise lean times.

Even some of the long established crops from our market gardens or home vege plots have hidden value.  There are not many that we plant during the winter but of the two main ones, garlic and broadbeans, both of them have had reasonably restricted uses in the past.

Garlic can be an integral part of a garden's sustainability since it can be made into an insect spray as well as being eaten.  A trick from some parts of Europe and recently catching on here is to eat the shoots of young plants as a “green garlic”.  

Broadbeans make a good legume green manure especially when autumn planted.  And if planted in July or later, they are helpful in boosting the levels of biocontrol agents including lacewings.  The aphid controlling insects feed on a sugary substance leaking from the base of the leaves even before the broadbean begins flowering.  

The fusion-cooking lesson with broadbeans is to make them into something that tastes so much better than how many of us are used to eating this vegetable.  The French method is to harvest when the pods are still not fully formed, and take the seedcoats off the seeds which when lightly steamed taste buttery and amazing.  An Egyptian method is to let them go the whole way through to being dry beans, soak them overnight and cook as an alternative to chickpeas to make hummus for a multiple of uses.

While some Asian vegetables such as coriander have been embraced wholeheartedly into our cuisine and the trio of misome, mizuna and mibuna now commonly feature in our baby salad mixes, there is so much variety that for many is still undiscovered.

The great news is that the Asian veges also offer many sustainability advantages for the home garden.  Some are relatively pest free e.g. shingiku a tasty Japanese chrysanthemum crop.  Most are surprisingly fast growing meaning weeds are less of an issue and food comes quicker.  And many can be grown over the winter in most areas of New Zealand without protection.

The Asian brassicas include some pungent mustards and some very tasty greens such as tat-soi and yukina savoy.  All are suitable for a salad mix as baby leaves as well as larger leaves.  These plants will often be relatively pest free but can be prone to cabbage white butterfly and diamond back moth.  As with other members of the cabbage family, diamond back moth is often the bigger problem (it’s just that the white butterfly are more visible being large and white compared to the dull coloured nocturnal diamond back moth).  

Like fighting fire with fire, one of the best methods of controlling caterpillar levels on the brassica is to allow brassicas to go to flower.  These nice open flowers attract and feed tiny non-stinging wasps that parasitise and kill the caterpillars.  The wasp Diadegma lays its eggs in diamond back moth caterpillars and a tiny Trichogramma wasp lays its eggs in the eggs of the white butterfly caterpillar.

Some of the Asian brassicas like pak choi can be very quick to flower especially when planted in spring so they can be highly suitable for providing biocontrol value.  If you don’t want them to flower, choose the planting time carefully or seek out non-bolting or slow bolting varieties from the seed merchant.

Of course caterpillars (and flowering) are not an issue for growing these plants over the winter and many will survive the frosts outdoors yielding all those important vitamins and fresh green tastes throughout the traditionally lean times of winter and spring.

