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Perennial Vegetables: Grow More Food With Less Work
AibAMay 2002
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By Vet Mattarn
Enlarge Imsge
Growing edible perennials alcng with annuals in your garden adds diversity and beauty:
EETHAW #EIDK
Suppose & new agrcultural breskthrough promised higher vields, & longer groming seasen and much less work, These claime can become real benefits for thase willing to make & change fo a way of gardening that more closely mimics nature.
Mature’ s ecosystems alwavs include not only annusl wegetables, but also perennials — edible roots, shoots, lesves, flowers and fuits that produce vear sfier vear, Eesides fuit-bearing trees and shrubs, more than 100 species of perennisl vegetables srom mel in Morth ATerica,
By Eroming perennisls, o’ Il creste 3 movs diverse garden that ultimately nesds less fiom you: You' Il spend less time working and mere time haresting,
“It" 5 & close to Zerowo Esrdening a5 yol can get” says Ede Toensmeler, authoe of Berennisl Wegetables, “Tur perennisl vegetable beds planted 11 vesws ago stil beer food, and all we do s add compost and mulch cnoe & yesr™
What' s more, growing perennisls extends the harvest season without 3 Ereenhouse, oold frame or other device, You oan hervest Jerusslem artichckes all winter s |one 25 wou mulch encugh to keep the eround from freszine.
““Gome perennisl rops, such 45 sonel, sre up and ready o est in March when the snow s melting,” ssys Toansmeier, who Esrdens in Massachusetts, “Mast of cur springtime food harwast comes fiom perennisls. By the time they’ re finished, the snnusl vegetsbles are coming in”
Groming perennisl vesetables doesn’  mean giving up tomatoes, peppers and other snnusl orops. ‘Yo can experience the smazing benetits of perennial edibles simphy by rethinking your exdsting garden plan and picneering new, unused areas of vour landscape
3 Ways to Incorporate Garden Perennials
Cesisn and planning are critical parts of*“perennializing™ vour food sarden: After vour new perennisl edibles hawe put domn roots, they Il be set for vesrs to come. There are thres basio desien spproaches:
1. Push the Envalope. “One method to beein perennial adible sardenin is o expand the edzes of an slresdy estsblished garden.” savs Bethann Weick, arden educstor st D Acres, an oranic permaculture farm and educstions| hemestesd in Dorchester, NH. Parennil vesetsbles do wel in beds
devoted cby to perennisls becsuse their extensive root swstems srow undisturbed by digeing and cultivating. However, interplanting with annuals czn also be @ successful strateey and cne way to control ercsion in our perennial garden.
To esgand wour Egrden s edges, hand—di or 4l 8 3 to d-foot-wide perimater bed on cre o moes sides. O, (Fyou’ re willng o weit & year 0 pland, follom Weick s easy shest mulch method 40 prepare the site: “Cover your lann with our layers of cardboard, snd top that with & thick lsver of mocd
chips.” she savs, “Flace comoost beneath the cardboard lavers for additional fertilitu, Within @ wear, the erass will die and the mulch wil beccme rich orsanic matter ready for planting,” Other locally availsble mulch materials mork equally well, Weick savs. For instance, thick lavers of nemspaper could
b tepped with shredded leawes or grass dlippings.
If space or conditicns won’ & sllow wou b0 expand vour Esrden’ s edses, wou can experiment snd create 3 perennial wepetable border within the bounds of your existing wegetsble Esrden.
2. Dive into Edible Landscaping. If you siresdy £row a perennial cmamental border o foundation shrubs, consider intecrating scme perennisl vegetsbles, such as ses kale or scmel. Many have attractive lesvas o fomers, and they wer' ¢ become o sppressive that they overtake cmamentsls
If your eardening space is fimited, try eroming perennial vesetables — especially ereens — in containers.
Take advantage of cunently unused aneas of your landscape, matching the conditions to the spprcpriste perennisl edibles
“One of the things | love about groming these foods is that there are different cnes for different niches,” says Toensmeier. “Mot all require full sun and loamy scil the way most annual vegetables do ou can grow many perennial greens and herbs — such as wild leeks — on the shady north side of
the house, below trees, in 3 wet site o in other Unused areas of your property.”
3. Pioneer a Plant Community._ If you® re already growing perennial wegetables and want to fake garden diversification to the next level, consider permaculture samemns Like nature’ 5 ecosystems, this approsch promotes greater partnerships between plants, scil, insects and wildlife. In
permacaiture decizns, sdible vegetapias, harbs, Sulfing shiube and wines Erom a5 an Undaretory 45 faller fut and rut Heas. The technus is semetimes salled “layeing
Weick sugEests a five—year plan for sardeners wha want to beein lavering their landscape with edibles, “In the first vear, plant fit trees as the cutposts. That same vear and over the next several vears, use the sheet mulch technique to prepare planting arzas beneath the trees for the
understory pnts.” she savs, Sheet mulch 2 140 3~fok-rads sracround sach ful 1 the =t vea and radisly ncrease the miched orea 5 th Hrees rom ARer the st vea, v osn bekin Dantin the mulched aea with berential vesetables fufing hubs and vines. (Fr meve onthis
26 “Permaculture Gardening: 4 Hturs) Way to Grow” further sleng in this srticle.)
10 Best Perennials
Based on expert recommendations, the folloming sre widely 3dspted perennisl vegetshles selected for thair fiaver, productivity and versstiity, B sure snd see photos of many of the perennisl vepetables described below in the Image Gallery.
1. Ramps, or Wid Leeks (Afffum erfeowoum). This crion relative grows wid in deciducus forests east of the Mssissiopi, emerging in spring. Leaves and bulbs are both edible. Grow in a shady berder in meist loam or naturslize beneath frees. Hardy fo Zone
-
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