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Gardener's Guide to Growing Beets

Beet Culture, Preservation and Uses

Gardener's Guide to Growing Your Vegetable Garden

Paul R. Wonning

Description

Beets are one of the most popular vegetables to grow in the garden. Vegetable gardening is a valuable way to provide nutritious food for the table, and the beet culture is ideal for the beginner garden. The sweet earthy root vegetables are a nutritious source of vitamins, minerals and other nutrients. The Gardeners' Guide to Growing Beets serves as a valuable resource on the culture of growing beets as well as instructions on how to preserve the vegetable. No vegetable garden is complete without a patch of beets to offer its share of summery sweetness.
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The author strives for accuracy; however, he is capable of making mistakes. If the reader sees an error, contact the author and he will make corrections, if possible.
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Common Name:

Beet

The name beet derives from the Roman name for the plant, beta. 

Other names for the beet include beetroot, chard, European sugar beet, red garden beet, Harvard beet, blood turnip, maangelwurzel, mangel, and spinach beet.

Botanical Name:

Beta vulgaris

Beta was the Roman, or Latin, name for the plant. Vulgaris is a Latin adjective that means "common." The word "root," derives from the Old English word "rót."The beet is a member of the Amaranthaceae family.

Amaranthaceae 

The Amaranthaceae family contains about 10 subfamilies which collectively have over 1600 species. Most of the species are either annual or perennial herbs, though there are a few shrubs and small trees. Gardeners seldom see the beet flower, but other members of this family appear as weeds or herbs in the garden. The flowers appear on an upright stalk or along the stem. The curious gardener will need a hand lens to study the tiny, perfect flowers, which have two to five sepals and no petals. The seed is a cluster of seeds. Thus, two or more seedlings may appear where the gardener thinks they have sown only one seed. Members of this family include amaranth, beets, Swiss chard, lamb's quarters and spinach.

Subfamily:

Chenopodiaceae, 

Originally classified as a member of the Goosefoot family, the beet has now been placed, along with all the members of the Chenopodiaceae subfamily in the Amaranthaceae family. The members of this subfamily have small, inconspicuous greenish colored flowers. The name derives from the Greek name for goosefoot. Most members can be either perennial or annual and mostly have alternate, flat leaves. Many of the species are monoecious, which means the plant has male and female flowers. Sometimes these appear on the same plant, other species appear as male and female plants. The sub family has 102 genera with about 1400 species. The family originated in Eurasia but has been spread worldwide. Many of the species are edible and are grown both in family gardens and commercially.

Scientific, Or Botanical Plant Names

Scientific, or botanical, names for plants might seem intimidating to the average gardener. Botanic names are expressed in Latin, or Latinized versions, of words and are used to classify plants in a logical order which tells us where the plant belongs in the vast Plant Kingdom. Common names of plants may change from locality to locality, but the botanical name remains the same for plants all over the world. This eliminates confusion if you know the botanical name for the plant you are looking for. 

The system of botanical names was devised by Carl Linnaeus, who lived between 1707 and 1778. During his lifetime there were many new plant species being discovered in the Americas and all over the world. He published the first edition of his Systema Naturae in 1735. It is worth noting that Linnaeus devised a scientific system for naming both plants and animals, but his primary love was of plants and gardening. 

A gardener does not need to learn Latin to utilize the knowledge contained within the botanical name of a plant. But it does help the gardener to know the basics of the scientific naming system that Linnaeus devised. Living things, including animals, are classified according to criteria laid down by this system. The basic system is this - Plant King or Animal Kingdom/phylum/class/family/genus/species. There are also subkingdoms, subphylum, subfamilies and the like. The only portion of the botanical name which should concern most gardeners is the genus/species portion of the botanical name, because this is the portion which may appear on those little labels you find at the garden center. Most of the plants in this guide will have the genus species name, as well as the family it belongs to. If the plant is a hybrid or variety, that designation will follow the species’ name.

Thus, a popular garden perennial, the New England Aster will be called Aster novae-angliae, Family Compositae or Daisy. Note that the genus name is always capitalized, the species name is lower case. A hybrid will be designated by an "X" after the species name. A specific variety will have its name preceded by the letters "var" after the species name. A serious gardener should arm themselves with a good plant name dictionary or even a copy of Hortus Third because the botanical names of the various plants are described in these guides.
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​Sunlight:
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Beets need at least six hours of direct sunlight a day, however they will do best in full sun.
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​Soil Requirements
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Beets like a well cultivated, rock free, rich soil with a soil pH above 5.5 - 7. If beets show stunted growth, it is a good indicator that soil PH is too high.

Garden Soil Types

Soil is the top several inches of the earth's crust. Soil is necessary for civilization to exist, as it supports the plant life that sustains forests, plains, agriculture, and other habitats. Five basic factors influence the formation of soil, the bedrock, climate, local fauna and flora, topography, and the passage of time. The gardener will find three layers of soil underlying their garden, the topsoil, subsoil, and parent material. The parent material is the mineral that originally formed the soil. The subsoil is the intermediate level between topsoil and the parent material and will have qualities of both. The topsoil is the part that most gardeners will be concerned with.

On average, soil will contain about twenty-five percent air, forty-five percent mineral matter, twenty-five percent water and about five percent organic matter. These levels can vary according to soil type, location, rainfall, and other factors. The average soil will include several organisms that live in it. These include earthworms, grubs, fungus, bacteria, and plant roots. 

Topsoil

Topsoil is the first layer of soil and is the major concern of the gardener. Topsoil can range from a thin layer over the underlying subsoil, or several inches. A good garden topsoil can contain between two and ten percent organic matter. A good garden soil must have the following qualities:

Good aeration, to allow root penetration and allow oxygen to penetrate the soil.

Porous enough to allow drainage, but not so porous as to allow soils to dry quickly.

Improving Topsoil

The major effort of the gardener should be to constantly work to improve the topsoil quality and fertility. A fertile, loose topsoil will produce healthy, fast-growing plants. Healthy plants will suffer less insect damage, have fewer diseases, and produce top quality vegetables with maximum nutrition. Poor management of topsoil can cause them to erode quickly, exposing the less desirable subsoil. 

The gardener will encounter six basic types of soil:

Loam

Clay

Silt

Chalk

Sand

Saline

Note, there are other soil types, but these are the most common. 

Loam

Loam is the ideal type of soil for most types of agriculture. This soil will have about equal quantities of sand, silt, and clay. It will also boast a high organic content. A good loam has all the qualities listed above, will warm quickly in the spring, be easy to cultivate and is ideal for the greatest number of plant types. The gardener must work to constantly replenish the organic, or humus, content of the soil. The gardener can use his fingers to evaluate loam soil. The soil should be dark in color, smooth to the feel and have a slightly gritty feel. A ball formed by pressing the soil together should crumble easily. 

Clay

Clay particles are quite fine and create tightly packed soil. Clay is high in nutrients and retains water well. It will take clay soil longer to warm in the spring and since these soils have good water retention, they tend to dry out slowly. A clay soil will form a ball that does not crumble easily. Damp or wet clay soil is sticky to the touch. It is harder to cultivate, especially when wet as it tends to stick to garden tools. Clay soil will grow good plants, as it is fertile. Improve using mulches, compost, or green manure crops to add organic matter. Adding organic matter will also improve drainage. 

Silt

Silty soils are silky to the touch and will leave a soil stain on the fingers when touched. This soil heats up slowly in the spring. These soils are quite fertile and have excellent water retention. However, because of this trait, they compact easily and sometimes plants have a tough time extracting nutrients from the dense soil structure. Some plant roots will rot in these soils. If better drainage can be achieved, by using raised beds, silt soil can make an excellent garden site. As with other soils, use compost, mulches, and green manures to add organic content.

Sand

Composed of quartz, silica and other minerals, sandy soils feel gritty to the touch. Sandy soils allow water to drain away quickly and escape by evaporation. They tend to be low in fertility. It will not form a ball when rolled between the hands. Plants have difficulty using any nutrients in the soil, as they drain away quickly. These soils do warm up in the spring quickly and are easy to cultivate. Adding compost, using green manures and mulches can increase the quality of sandy soil. 

Peaty Soils

Peaty soils are dark and have a spongy, damp feel when compressed. Its high acidic content leads to slower decomposition of plant matter, leading to lower soil fertility. These soils also heat up quickly in the spring and have excellent water retention. Because they tend to stay wet, the gardener should supply drainage like tiling it or use raised beds. Using lime or wood ashes can raise the ph level. Add compost or manure to increase soil fertility. These soils make excellent garden soils.

Quick Soil Type Test

Pour a trowel full of soil into a glass jar. Fill with water and shake well. Allow this to dry for several hours. In clay and silt soil, the water will remain cloudy. A layer of soil particles will form on the bottom of the jar. In peaty soil, several particles will float on the surface, some will sink to the bottom, and the water will remain cloudy. In sandy soil, the water will be clear, and a layer of sand will form at the bottom of the jar. Loam soil will leave the water mostly clear. The bottom should have several layers of soil particles on the bottom of the jar. 

Soil PH

The ph scale indicates whether soil is acid, neutral or alkaline. The ph range scale runs from 0 - 14, with soils below 7 classified as acidic and over 7 as alkaline. Most vegetable crops prefer a range between 5.5 and 7.0. The gardener can use a test kit from a garden supply store to evaluate the ph. Use lime or wood ashes to correct soil that is too acidic. Use aluminum sulfate to correct alkaline soils. Use care using these materials, as it is easy to over correct.
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​Hardiness Zone:
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Beets will survive temperatures down to about 20 - 25 degrees Fahrenheit, which is about USDA Zone 9. In a cold greenhouse with some additional protection, they can survive in USDA Zone 6.
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​Origins and History of the Beet
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The vegetable derives from a wild form, Beta maritima, which is native to the coasts of Eurasia. Archaeological evidence suggests that the Egyptians grew the beet around 800 BC. They cultivated the vegetable for its leaves and not the root, which resembled a carrot during this time and was either black or white. The use of beets as a culinary crop spread among the peoples of the Mediterranean coast. The Greeks and Romans developed a taste for the leaves and devised ways to grow beets during the summer months, which was out of season for beets at this time. The Greeks called the plant teutlon or teutlion, which was possibly their word for "squid like." Also known as sea beets, the root was used for medicinal purposes. 

Evolution of Beetroot Consumption

The earliest record of consumption of the beet's root occurs in the 1540's and was either in Italy or Germany. The beetroot was still a slim, carrot or parsnip like vegetable at this time, but by the late 1500's began taking on its modern appearance. Because the beet could grow during the cold winter months, people in northeastern Europe were the first to begin growing beets. During the next century or two, the beet acquired its modern shape and color. 

Beets in the United States

European immigrants brought the beetroot with them when they immigrated to the United States in the Eighteenth Century. By this time the beet had evolved into its current shape. A religious group called the Shakers were the first recorded producers of beet seed for the home garden in 1795. That year they established the Shaker Seed Company to sell their surplus seed. Many beet varieties sold during that time are still available today.
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