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Introduction



Our grandmothers and great-grandmothers relied on their root cellars for delicious, nutritious winter meals. Today, the root cellar seems like something from a bygone age, something sadly antiquated in our fast-food, TV-dinner society. No wonder fewer gardeners grow root crops these days.


Too bad.


Root crops don’t deserve the bad rep. They have long, fascinating histories, dating back to the dawn of man. Our primitive ancestors foraged for wild roots before learning to cultivate their favorite varieties. Beets, carrots, parsnips, radishes, and turnips were common crops in the early civilizations of Asia, Africa, South America, and the Mediterranean region.


Why have the root crops survived for thousands of years? Because they produce large yields in limited space, and most are easy to grow. They are some of the first vegetables harvested in the spring, and some of the last in the garden come winter. Many can be stored right in their beds under a thick mulch, to be harvested as needed all winter long. Their true versatility, however, is best experienced in the kitchen!


This bulletin will briefly describe how to grow and use the best root crops—beets, carrots, celeriac, parsnips, spring and winter radishes, rooted parsley, salsify, scorzonera, turnips, and rutabagas.




Soil Preparation


The key to growing the best root crops is in proper soil preparation. Root crops need a loose, friable soil that is deeply worked and drains well. They also require more phosphorus and less nitrogen than leaf and cole crops, and heavy feeders like corn and melons. An overabundance of nitrogen, in fact, causes some root crops to produce bushy tops and hairy, spindly, or forked roots.


Till the seedbed to a depth of 6 to 8 inches. As you do so, work in plenty of organic matter to improve the soil. This is particularly helpful if you have a clay soil. I use a balanced compost containing a variety of organic materials, including leaves, wood ashes, old straw, weeds, pine needles, and garden residues. The compost helps the soil retain moisture without getting waterlogged, allowing air to circulate around the roots, and keeps the soil thriving with beneficial microorganisms and earthworms. I also add clean sand to help drainage, then rake the soil to remove all rocks and clods.


If you use a commercial fertilizer, select 0-20-0 (also known as superphosphate) for your root crop bed. Rock phosphate is an excellent source of phosphorus, and superphosphate is simply rock phosphate treated with acid to make the phosphorus more accessible in the soil. Sprinkle the fertilizer over the bed, about 8 pounds per 100 square feet of garden, and rake it into the top inch of soil where young feeder roots can best use it. Bone meal is also high in phosphorus but releases its nutrients slowly over the season. Use it with long-season root crops like parsnips and salsify.




Raised Beds


Experienced gardeners agree: root crops produce best in raised beds, planted in blocks rather than single-file rows. If you have a heavy clay or shallow soil, growing long root crops like carrots, parsnips, and salsify is next to impossible without a raised bed.


Why grow root crops in raised beds?


1. Root crops are cool-weather vegetables. The earlier you can plant them in the spring, the better. A raised bed warms and dries out faster than surrounding ground, permitting earlier sowings. This is particularly beneficial in areas that receive much spring rain. Raised beds drain well and seldom puddle after a downpour.


2. A raised bed has deeper, looser topsoil and more concentrated nutrients than surrounding ground, allowing for better root development. The beds are easier to prepare, and you have better control over the soil’s friability and fertility.
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