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			Praise for Veggie Smarts

			“Veggie Smarts magically weaves humor, passion, farming, and medicine into a creative package that leaves you searching up new recipe ideas while simultaneously feeling inspired to write poetry. Seriously—read this to learn about how to love and cook vibrant, diverse vegetables. Or read it to better understand the beautiful role each family of veggies plays in our health. You might find yourself dreaming of how you, too, can grow a garden and find joy, healing, and inspiration along the journey. Vegetable Nerds, unite!”

			–Jaclyn Lewis Albin, M.D., C.C.M.S., Dip.A.B.L.M., Mom, Physician, Culinary and Lifestyle Medicine Specialist, and Backyard Gardener

			 

			“Dr. Michael Compton’s Veggie Smarts is a delightful and memorable book. Vegetable novices and seasoned veggie professionals alike will gain new insights and inspiration on how to incorporate a wider variety of vegetables into their diets to optimize physical and mental health. I am left inspired to plan meals around ‘eight on my plate’ and to start a garden to supplement my supermarket vegetable selection. This is an excellent book for both patients and healthcare professionals.”

			–Jonathan Burgess, M.D., M.P.H., Clinical Assistant Professor, Lifestyle Psychiatry Clinic, Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Stanford University School of Medicine

			 

			“Getting smarter about vegetables—so highly diverse but from just a few plant families—offers us a way to promote health, reduce risk for (and even reverse) diseases, and support longevity. Veggie Smarts, written by a preventionist, lifestyle medicine physician, and organic vegetable farmer, explains our veggies, shares insights from both nutritional science and farming, provides ‘free health advice,’ and gives poignant, engaging, and humorous confessions of a doctor turned farmer. Veggie Smarts is a must-read for anyone who wants to be healthier, happier, and more satisfied with their food, and who wants to be inspired by the possible!”

			–Erica Frank, M.D., M.P.H., F.A.C.P.M., Professor, Faculty of Medicine, University of British Columbia, Inventor/Founder, www.NextGenU.org

			 

			“Vegetables are a vital part of our diet, but many people do not understand them well enough. Veggie Smarts explains our vegetables from the perspective of a lifestyle medicine physician and organic vegetable farmer. I highly recommend this essential book—packed full of vitamins, minerals, vegetable stories, and poignant and humorous confessions of a doctor turned farmer. Veggie Smarts is a must-read for lifestyle medicine clinicians, for their clients, and for everyone because eating vegetables is important for health.”

			–Beth Frates, M.D., Associate Professor, Part-Time at Harvard Medical School and President of the American College of Lifestyle Medicine

			 

			“A refreshing book on vegetables and the pleasures of growing and enjoying them fresh from the garden. Dr. Compton’s personal style and welcoming tone provide an excellent book to savor all year—in winter when dreaming of a garden and in summer while raising and eating healthy vegetables.”

			–Frederic B. Mayo, Former Dean of the Faculty at The Culinary Institute of America

			 

			“I should eat more vegetables. Many of us have had that thought, but when it occurred to physician farmer Michael Compton, a fellow expert in Lifestyle Medicine, it fueled a deep yet engaging journey into eight different families of vegetables, their health benefits, and history. Veggie Smarts will inform and delight the reader with compelling stories and interesting details of the bounties of farm and garden, inspiring them to bring plant diversity to their diet…a vital step on the road toward optimal health.”

			–Brad B. Moore, M.D., M.P.H., F.A.C.P., Dip.A.B.L.M., Director of Lifestyle Medicine, Associate Professor of Medicine, The George Washington University School of Medicine and Health Sciences

			 

			“As the former Executive Director for the Hunter College NYC Food Policy Center, with extensive experience with agriculture, food, nutrition, and health programs, I can attest to the importance of people getting smart about vegetables. Dr. Michael Compton’s Veggie Smarts is an essential read for all practitioners in the agriculture, food, nutrition, and health space—bringing indispensable information to all of us who care about eating sustainably—for the sake of people and the planet.”

			–Annette Nielsen, Journalist

			 

			“In this illuminating, vegetable-packed journey, Dr. Compton not only shares how his passion for farming revealed the health benefits of putting eight families of plants on your plate, but also how doing so can be a delicious way to enhance our overall well-being and the world around us. Intertwining nutritional wisdom and its impact on lifestyle medicine with his mid-life foray into small organic farming and practical recipe ideas, Veggies Smarts is a must-read for anyone interested in discovering the power and joy of primarily plant-based eating.”

			–Douglas Noordsy, M.D., Clinical Professor and Director of Lifestyle & Sports Psychiatry Initiative, Associate Director of Stanford Lifestyle Medicine, Stanford University School of Medicine

			 

			“Veggie Smarts is a thoughtful blend of farming wisdom and nutritional insight. Dr. Compton brings vegetables to life, not only through his expertise as a farmer but with his deep understanding of the health benefits they offer. This book is an essential guide for anyone looking to optimize their diet through the power of diverse, plant-focused nutrition.”

			–Heather Seid, D.C.N., R.D.N., Program Manager, Bionutrition Research Core at Columbia University’s Irving Institute for Clinical and Translational Research

			 

			“Michael Compton’s wonderful book clearly explains why eating a diverse, plant-based diet is good for you and the planet. It is also a lovely narrative about how an academic doctor became a devoted farmer.”

			–Laura Sorkin, Author of Vegetables: The Ultimate Cookbook Featuring 300+ Delicious Plant-Based Recipes

			 

			“Vegetable nerds, Rejoice! As a passionate gardener, I too, have cried over unexpected ‘losses’ in my home garden, and been astounded by the wonders of old recipes like leek omelet reborn from super fresh ingredients. This book is an ode to transitioning from home gardener to farmer, tracing history, a few recipes along the way, and improving well-being from the power of rediscovering vegetables.”

			–Julie C. Suarez, Associate Dean for Land Grant Affairs, Cornell University, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences

			 

			“Dr. Michael Compton teaches us how to have ‘veggie smarts’ when it comes to tapping into the power of vegetables in our diets for improving our health and wellbeing.”

			–John Westerdahl, Ph.D., M.P.H., R.D.N., F.A.N.D., Dip.A.B.L.M., Plant-Based Registered Dietitian Nutritionist, Radio Talk Show Host, Health & Longevity–LifeTalk Radio Network
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			Granny, Essie Mae—

			some nights I dream about red currant bushes,

			yours and mine, way back then and still today;

			and

			Granny, Hannah—

			some days I daydream about red raspberry canes,

			yours and mine, here on this land we’ve shared.
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			A Glossary for Getting Smart about Veggies

			The Brassicas—Brassicaceae

			I grow: arugula, bok choy or pak choi, broccoli, green cabbage, red cabbage, savoy cabbage, cauliflower, collards, garlic mustard (a “weed”), horseradish, kale, kohlrabi, land cress, mizuna, mustard greens, napa cabbage, radishes, tatsoi, turnips

			Others: broccoli rabe (rapini), broccolini, brussels sprouts, canola, daikon, gai lan, Romanesco, rutabaga, wasabi, watercress

			Key Takeaway: In this large family of superfood veggies, the green Brassicas, like broccoli, brussels sprouts, collards, and kale, are densely packed with essential micronutrients such as vitamin C, vitamin K, and folate; health-promoting fiber; and numerous phytonutrients that bolster immune function, support digestive health, and reduce disease risk. Those that are more purple than green—like red cabbage and scarlet kale—contain anthocyanins with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties.

			The Alliums—Amaryllidaceae

			I grow: chives, garlic, leeks, onions, shallots, wild garlic and wild onions (“weeds”)

			Others: ramps, scallions, walking onions

			Key Takeaway: The pungent and delicious—garlicy and oniony—Allium bulbs are rich in micronutrients such as vitamin C, vitamin B6, manganese, and selenium, as well as fiber. Their sulfur-containing compounds and other phytonutrients contribute to their immune-, inflammation-, and cardiovascular-related health benefits. Because green veggies are usually more nutritious than white ones, chives and scallions are especially beneficial.

			The Legumes—Fabaceae

			I grow: bush beans, clover (a “weed”), pea shoots, pole beans, snow peas, yardlong beans

			Others: alfalfa sprouts and bean sprouts; edamame, English shelling peas, fava beans, sugar snap peas; dry beans (pulses), including adzuki beans, black beans, black-eyed peas, cannellini beans, chickpeas, cranberry beans, great northern beans, kidney beans, lima beans, lentils, navy beans, pigeon peas, pinto beans, small red beans, small white beans, split peas, and others; peanuts; jicama (a tuber); tamarind

			Key Takeaway: The Legumes eaten as sprouts, green pods like snow peas and green beans, and fresh green seeds (like edamame and fava beans) provide an array of micronutrients. Those eaten as dry beans are an excellent source of protein, fiber, and micronutrients, including folate, iron, zinc, and potassium; eaten together with grains (such as beans with rice, hummus and pita, or peanut butter on whole-grain bread), they are a complete protein.

			The Chenopods—Amaranthaceae

			I grow: beet greens, beets, spinach (perhaps someday), Swiss chard, lamb’s quarters and pigweed (superfood “weeds”)

			Others: amaranth, orach, quinoa

			Key Takeaway: The Chenopods are superfoods. Spinach, Swiss chard, and beet tops are all rich in vitamins A, C, and K, as well as minerals like iron, calcium, and potassium, while being packed with antioxidants and fiber. Amaranth and quinoa are two pseudocereals that are a good source of protein, fiber, vitamins A and E, iron, magnesium, and potassium. Lamb’s quarters, or “wild spinach,” is considered a weed by many but is highly nutritious, as is pigweed.

			The Aster Greens—Asteraceae

			I grow: catalogna (Italian dandelion), common chicory and dandelion (“weeds”), escarole, frisée (curly endive), lettuce, radicchio, sunflower shoots

			Others: artichokes, Belgian endive (witloof), burdock root, cardoon, Jerusalem artichokes (sunchokes), salsify; herbs like chamomile and tarragon

			Key Takeaway: The Aster Greens are leafy vegetable greens low in calories and rich in vitamin A, vitamin K, fiber, and minerals like potassium. Variations in color indicate different phytonutrients; for example, deep-purple lettuces and red radicchios contain anthocyanins that are antioxidants and anti-inflammatory compounds.

			The Umbellifers—Apiaceae

			I grow: carrots, celeriac, celery, cilantro, dill, Florence fennel (finocchio), parsley

			Others: lovage; parsnips; herbs including angelica, anise, caraway, chervil, cumin

			Key Takeaway: Carrots are rich in vitamin A, vitamin K, and fiber, as well as phytonutrients that support healthy vision, immune function, and skin health. Celery is also nutrient rich and low in calories. The other cousins within the Umbellifers confer health benefits through their own arrays of micronutrients and phytonutrients, as exemplified by phytonutrient-dense Florence fennel.

			The Cucurbits—Cucurbitaceae

			I grow: cantaloupes, cucumbers, honeydew melons, pattypan squash, pumpkins, yellow squash, watermelons, winter squash, zucchini

			Others: bitter melon, calabash, chayote, gourds

			Key Takeaway: The Cucurbits are fruits horticulturally, though most are eaten as vegetables culinarily. Cucumbers and summer squash like pattypan, yellow squash, and zucchini are low in calories and rich in vitamin C, vitamin K, potassium, and antioxidants. The skin may be the healthiest part. The Cucurbit fruits are high in water (like juicy, refreshing watermelon) and high in taste but very low in calories.

			The Nightshades—Solanaceae

			I grow: eggplant, garden huckleberries (or black nightshades), ground cherries, peppers, potatoes, tomatillos, tomatoes

			Others: pepinos, sunberries

			Key Takeaway: Except for potatoes, which are tubers, the Nightshades are fruits. Tomatoes and peppers offer vitamins A, B6, C, and K, potassium, and phytonutrients like lycopene, which has been linked to eye health, cardiovascular health, and possibly reduced risk of cancer. Tobacco, containing the addictive phytochemical nicotine, is also a Nightshade; though, when smoked, it is obviously highly detrimental to health, compared to the other health-promoting Nightshades.

			Vegetables and Herbs from Other Families: asparagus, fiddleheads (from ferns, not flowering plants), ginger, nasturtium, nopal or prickly pear, okra, purslane, rhubarb, sorrel, sweet corn, sweet potatoes, mâche (corn salad or lamb’s lettuce), water chestnuts; tubers like cassava (yuca), taro, and yams; and herbs such as anise hyssop, basil, bee balm, bergamot, catnip, lavender, lemon balm, marjoram, mint, oregano, rosemary, sage, savory, and thyme. There are many other vegetables and herbs used in cuisines from cultures outside the United States. And let us not forget mushrooms, which are fungi rather than plants, and seaweed, which is algae, not exactly a plant.

			Each of the above-listed vegetables has many cultivated varieties, or cultivars. Sometimes there are dozens of cultivars, as with carrots and winter squash; sometimes hundreds, as with lettuce and peppers; and sometimes thousands, as with potatoes and tomatoes.

		

	
		
			1.

			How Vegetables Started Growing on Me

			I should eat more vegetables. This has been a recurring thought of mine for years, and it’s most likely one of yours. We all know that we should eat more vegetables. It’s one of the most doggedly nagging dietary concerns, and, relatedly, health concerns, of so many of us. We should all eat more vegetables. But for whatever reasons, we find it hard to do so, despite doctors, nutritionists, journalists, environmentalists, family, friends, inner voices, and others telling us that we should.

			Take carrots, for example. Most of us would secretly, if not openly, acknowledge that we should eat more carrots. But something holds us back, and it’s not a lack of carrots. Most of us admit that we eat too little kale, not nearly enough beets, and a glaringly insufficient amount of Swiss chard, if we eat any Swiss chard at all.

			As a farmer, though not a botanist, I know how to grow plants—even if I know little about the intricate anatomy of a flower, or exactly how photosynthesis works, or why roots know to grow down and stems to grow up. As a doctor, though not a dietitian, I know that eating diverse vegetables across a number of families of plants is health promoting, even if I know little about exactly why vitamin A is good for our eyes or specifically how much manganese and magnesium we should be striving for.

			College, medical school, and specialty training in psychiatry, preventive medicine, and lifestyle medicine had taken this proverbial boy off the farm, but as all who know the old saying might suspect, the farm had not been taken out of me. A midlife rejuvenation—some might call it a midlife crisis—was bound to happen, and this boy from a farm, turned doctor and expert on disease prevention and nutrition, built himself a farm. As my little farm has been growing, I’ve become intimately familiar with a multitude of vegetables across eight families, and I want to share what I’ve learned. I’ve also been arriving at a simple rule of thumb on how I can best improve my health, and increase my happiness, by optimizing what and how I eat: eating veggies smartly. The first of our eight families will be the Brassicaceae, also known as the cabbage or mustard family—or, as I’ve called it, the “Brassicas”—but let’s start by thinking about carrots.

			I Now Eat Carrots

			Most of us know about the animals that are eaten in the form of pork, beef, foul, fish, shellfish, and so on. We all also have a good understanding of dairy (like milk, cream, butter, yogurt, and the myriad cheeses), eggs, and even the various grains, from oatmeal to rice to lots of wheat flour. My focus is eight families of plants that we should all know very well from top to bottom.

			Before we embark on understanding and eating these families of plants, one at a time, across eight chapters, I’d like for you to first think about your relationship to just four vegetables in a simple thought exercise. And I’ll tell you about my relationship to them, how it has changed, and how I’m now healthier and happier for it.

			First, carrots.

			Do you like carrots? Stop and really think about it. What is your relationship with carrots? I know it’s a strange thing for a psychiatrist to ask.

			Do you buy carrots at the grocery store? If so, do you get them bundled with stems and leaves on top, or bagged without the green parts? If bagged, are they whole or shredded down to “baby” carrots? Do you order carrots as a side in restaurants? Or do any of your favorite restaurants not offer carrots as a side? Imagine the taste of carrots, and any related associations, from childhood or adulthood. How do you feel about eating carrots?

			I personally was never a fan of carrots. In fact, I really found no reason to eat them, other than knowing that I was supposed to eat them. We are all supposed to because everyone knows that they’re good for us. Something about the beta-carotene, which the body converts to vitamin A—or retinol—being good for your eyes. Doctors and nutritionists say that we should eat carrots. I never really cared for carrots, though, even as a doctor. But now carrots are part of how I eat year-round. I pull the last carrots after the ground has frozen and thawed several times, in November, and they store well all the way through fall and winter, nearly until spring, when I begin pulling the first carrots in late June. More on carrots later, including my favorite: honey roasted carrots, which I consider to be ambrosia.

			Now think about celery. How much do you like celery? Do you buy it in the grocery store? Ever see it at restaurants, aside from its being used to add some crunch alongside buffalo wings? How do you feel about eating celery? Do you crave it? Avoid it? Are you ambivalent toward it?

			Again, I personally never saw a real need for celery and never had much interest in it. Especially raw. I thought it too stringy, with a distinct, strong, and not necessarily pleasant taste, and seemingly only useful to add some interesting texture to chicken salad and tuna salad. But now, celery has become one of my biggest summer delights, especially given that I consider it to be the fussiest of all the vegetables on my farm. I’ve had a long journey with celery, from rooftop planters in our nation’s capital to an excess on the farm needing to be harvested and requiring signs at the farmers markets advising “last week for celery.” I now savor—dare I say crave—fresh-cut celery. Celery makes me happy. And not just the stalks but also the celery leaves, which can transform an otherwise regular entrée into cuisine. Little had I known, just a few years ago, that celery is foundational to many of the world’s greatest soups.

			Next, fennel—Florence fennel. You know, the big white bulbs with the anise or licorice smell and taste. What is your relationship to fennel? Do you cook with it? Any favorite recipes? Do you add it to salads? If you come from an Italian heritage, I’m talking about finocchio, and your answer will likely be quite different from that of those of us with no Italian roots.

			Growing up and throughout my young adulthood, I had never eaten fennel. I felt that since I had strongly disliked the taste of licorice as a child, I would have no interest in eating fennel in any way, shape, or form. Ever. In fact, I don’t recall having ever eaten it intentionally; though perhaps it was stealthily hidden in some crunchy, healthy first-course salad in an upscale restaurant when my partner Ken and I lived in Washington, DC, or New York City. But now, given the enthusiasm for fennel among many of my CSA (community supported agriculture, or farm share) members and farmers market customers, it’s been growing on me. I love growing it; thus, I now love eating it. With my new vantage point as an organic farmer, loving these beautiful plants, I wonder why fresh, local, springtime fennel isn’t an essential, even if small, part of what we all eat.

			Finally, parsley. When you hear “parsley,” do you think of the curly variety or the flat-leaf Italian type? When do you eat it? How do you eat it—freshly chopped, or dried as a spice? How much of both of those, fresh herb or dried spice, do you like to use when a recipe calls for a pinch or a smidgeon, or as a garnish? Imagine the smell of fresh parsley, the taste, the texture. Which of your favorite dishes always have parsley?

			For me, of course I had eaten plenty of parsley. I had always viewed it as a garnish and never thought much about it. Now with the perspective of a parsley grower, or even a parsley-growing enthusiast, I’ve elevated it from an herb by the tablespoon to a vegetable by the handful. I use it especially for my favorite pesto. I’ll give you the recipe.

			I begin this vegetable journey with these four vegetables because they have grown on me as I have been growing them. In building a compact, highly diversified organic farm, these four vegetables were necessities. Any respectable farmers market stand has beautiful bunches of carrots in both spring and fall. And a CSA that boasts “gourmet” produce must have Florence fennel and both curly parsley and flat Italian parsley. And, yes, I grow celery, which, despite being at the top of my list of high-maintenance, finicky plants, is an annual favorite.

			Throughout this book, I encourage you to think in this same way about each of the vegetables to be named. And for those you’re less familiar with, I encourage you to seek them out and give them a try. For your health and your happiness.

			I Now Eat Carrots, Celery, Fennel, and Parsley

			Growing and savoring carrots, celery, fennel, and parsley has been an adventure. I don’t recall our garden growing up, or Granny’s, boasting any of these pretty plants. Perhaps that’s why I never saw much use for them until adulthood, until I started growing them.

			I now eat all four of these vegetables regularly, and I savor them. I feel a sense of excitement in pulling a handful of carrots out of the ground—never knowing what to expect and always feeling delighted, and sometimes surprised, in the shapes and sizes that are revealed. (Not only is it magic to me, but kids really think it’s magic, always making them giggle and want to take a bite.) When early summer celery is ready to be cut, I might appear a bit fanatical about it. And every spring, I can’t resist taking and sharing pictures of my stand of Florence fennel, since it’s such a pretty and stately sight. Most importantly, though, these four vegetables have grown on me because they make me healthy. As part of eight on my plate, I strive to eat one of these cousins every day. Some days I succeed; some days I don’t.

			So how are these seemingly very different four vegetables—carrots, celery, fennel, and parsley—alike? Why did I pick them for this simple thought exercise?

			They are all cousins in a wonderful family of flowering plants called the Apiaceae, or Umbelliferae: the Umbellifers. They seem so different (like carrots compared to parsley) because humans have identified and selectively grown specific attributes within the family members that serve us well culinarily and nutritionally. Though they’re all part of one big extended family, we eat different parts of Apiaceae plants. The carrot, of course, is a root, like another cousin in this family, the parsnip. As for celery, we eat the long stems. And a fennel bulb is the lowest portion of the stem that becomes swollen and layered. Obviously, parsley is grown neither for its roots nor for its stems but for its leaves. The Umbellifers are a family of plants that provide us with tremendous nutritional value, some of which is shared across the family, and some portion quite specific to the individual Umbellifer cousins. I strive to eat at least one Umbellifer vegetable each day.

			A Cow That Only Feels Good Sometimes

			After that brief Umbellifer getting-to-know-you, let’s take a plant-nerd taxonomy tangent. Its relevance to eight on my plate will soon become apparent. Taxonomy groups plants by shared characteristics, like the beautiful, lacy, umbrella-like flowers shared by the Umbellifer cousins. Knowing family, genus, and species is important on the farm for understanding life cycle, planning crop rotations, and preparing for the most likely pests. But it can also be important in eating the healthiest of meals.

			In high school biology, you might have learned that “King Phillip Came Over From Great Spain,” or “King Phillip Cried Out For Good Soup.” Or for those of us growing up in the country, where kings and Spain seemed way too foreign, it was: “Kevin’s Poor Cow Only Feels Good Sometimes.” That’s the one I memorized, as it seemed so close to home—my older brother Kevin did, in fact, tend to some ailing Holsteins on the dairy farm we lived on. Whatever the mnemonic device used in the classroom, which you may or may not have set into your long-term memory, the goal was this: Kingdom, Phylum, Class, Order, Family, Genus, Species.

			The plant kingdom is obviously very different from the animal kingdom. Plants are distinguished from animals by a number of traits; for example, they exhibit sedentary growth—basically meaning that they have stems instead of legs. And whereas animals (including ourselves and our cats and dogs) have to eat organic molecules, plants are able to use sunlight to synthesize their own food (and ours) from carbon dioxide (in the air) and water. Sunshine plus air plus rain. That’s photosynthesis, which is some amazingly cool biology, especially since it gives us much-needed oxygen as a byproduct.

			The plant kingdom is first divided into seven to fourteen phyla, or divisions, depending on whom you’re reading and when they were writing. These phyla or divisions include the Bryophyta, or the mosses; Pteridophyta, the ferns; and Coniferophyta, the conifers like pine trees, and so on. Here, throughout, I deal exclusively with the single phylum of Magnoliophyta, or Angiospermae: the flowering plants. And among the more than four hundred families of flowering plants, I’ll cover just a few genera and species from just eight families, all of which have come to be our veggies.

			Back to taxonomy, the basic unit of classification is a species, a group able to breed among itself, bearing resembling offspring. The broader classification is the genus, or, in its plural form, genera. Just for fun, I call members of the same genus siblings, or brothers and sisters, and family members from different genera cousins. As an example, when I eventually make my way to the beloved Solanaceae family, the Nightshades—which includes tomatoes, peppers, and eggplants, among others—the tomato plant is Solanum lycopersicum, the pepper plant is Capsicum annuum, and the eggplant plant is Solanum melongena. As such, I consider tomato and eggplant to be siblings (both in the Solanum genus), and peppers to be their spicy cousin. But they’re all from the same big family, the Nightshades.

			The Taxonomy of a Simple Salad

			The goal of eight on my plate is striving to eat diverse vegetables, which is why taxonomy is important, especially in terms of families, genera, and species. Let’s take a spring salad as an example.

			Merveille des Quatre Saisons is a savoyed (curly leafed) French heirloom butterhead lettuce with contrasting pink, red, light green, and dark green leaves. It’s crisp, sweet, and delicious. And it’s gorgeous. You’ll never find it in a grocery store, as it’s far too delicate for long hauls in 18-wheelers. Because it’s such a mouthful, on the farm, I call it “MdQS.” As we’ll see in the Asteraceae chapter (on the Aster Greens), the genus and species of MdQS, like every other lettuce, is Lactuca sativa. All lettuces are not just siblings, but are fraternal twins, so to speak.

			Atop the lightly dressed butterhead—MdQS—I’ll add some sliced celery, the genus and species of which is Apium graveolens, within, as you know, the Apiaceae family, or the Umbellifers. One more topping on this simple, sweet lettuce salad is a sliced French breakfast radish, among many varieties of radish, within the Brassicaceae family, or the Brassicas.

			It’s a simple salad that I’ve assembled. But it includes plants from three families. The Aster Greens (the lettuce), the Umbellifers (the celery), and the Brassicas (the radish). As such, this salad gives us an array of micronutrients (vitamins and minerals) like vitamins A, C, and K, along with copper, manganese, and potassium—much more than a simple Asteraceae-only Caesar with just romaine lettuce would. And more than a salad of mixed lettuces, frisée, and radicchio would, because they are all from one family, the Aster Greens. Eating healthy is about combining vegetables across multiple families. And it’s not hard, because we’re generally dealing with veggies from only eight. This simple, tasty, and healthy salad has three. Adding a ripe, juicy, delicious, sliced Campari tomato come late July would make it four, a few cut green beans would make it five, and so on. The more of the eight families it has, the healthier the meal will be.

			One straightforward way to strive for, or achieve, a highly diversified, mostly plant-based way of eating is to count the vegetable families appearing on one’s plate at a meal and over the course of one’s combined daily meals. Since the vast majority of our vegetables come from just eight families, eight on my plate is a simple approach of counting not just the vegetables but also the families in which they are situated. I’ve eaten especially healthily when I’ve achieved eight on my plate—at least one Brassica, at least one Allium, at least one Legume, at least one Chenopod, at least one Umbellifer, at least one Aster Green, at least one Cucurbit, and at least one Nightshade—all in a day. If these families’ surnames are hard to remember, create a mnemonic for yourself, perhaps something like: “Nutrition And Longevity Attained By Creating Unique Cuisine” (Nightshades, Alliums, Legumes, Aster Greens, Brassicas, Chenopods, Umbellifers, Cucurbits); or “Nutrition And Longevity Attained By Chopping Up Chard”; or one of your own.

			An Unapologetic Vegetable Snob, a Vegetable Bon Vivant

			As a farm boy who grew into a midlife farm nerd, I’ve really gotten to know these vegetable plants, like from a tiny, round seed sown in a flat under a quarter inch of homemade seed-starting mix in the greenhouse on March 20 to a gorgeous and delicious head of Savoy cabbage two and a half months later. My interest and enthusiasm in growing these vegetables is the source of my interest in healthy eating. I’ve become the particular type of foodie that I refer to as a “vegetable snob,” meaning I seek out the best and poo-poo iceberg lettuce, bell peppers, and the like. You can call me a snob. Or you can join me.

			Small, local “market farms” and community supported agriculture (CSA) farms like mine allow one to embrace this way of eating because they usually strive to grow as many vegetables as possible—and in many cases, many cultivars (cultivated varieties) of many of those vegetables. That’s because our goal is to provide our customers with all their vegetables across the entire growing season. Dairy farms focus on milk, berry farms focus on berries, and market and CSA farms focus on growing the full array of veggies for their dedicated customers. CSA members expect diversity across the twenty or more weeks of receiving farm shares. Ironically, larger farms grow fewer species, and the very largest farms usually grow only one, perhaps rotating with a second (think field corn and soybeans, virtually all of which, as I’ll explain, nowadays are genetically modified organisms, or GMOs, used in our ketchup and mayonnaise and the like). Buying from small, local farms at farm stands and farmers markets—or joining one as a CSA member—ensures that you’ll get a bounty of seasonal vegetables at their peak of freshness, produced in a way that’s good for our soil, our water, and the environment in general.

			Small, local farms take pride in growing many varieties of nearly all the vegetables. For example, as I’ll detail when I get to the Aster Greens, I typically grow eight or nine types of lettuce. There might only be three or four options in even the largest of supermarkets, one of which, soapbox pending, doesn’t even really count as lettuce, in my view.

			Only several dozen of the countless vegetable cultivars are available in grocery stores, supermarkets, and the food distributors that supply most restaurants. As such, those are the ones we tend to eat. Among those several dozen varieties, most of us have settled on a few by habit, based on how much time we want to spend in the kitchen (or not), what we ate and did not eat growing up, and how our eating habits have been shaped within our family or among our friends. The specific several dozen varieties that we find in the grocery store are there largely because of their cultural properties (such as how easy or hard they are for farmers to grow, harvest, and transport on a mass scale), their appearance (like those giant, perfect bell peppers), and their ease of use in the kitchen (as in those large, perfectly round, uniform slicing tomatoes, as compared to ribbed and wrinkled, funny-shaped heirloom tomatoes).

			The limited array of grocery store produce includes those big, beautiful green, yellow, orange, and red bell peppers, the perfect red(ish) slicing tomatoes, the alarmingly long English cucumbers wrapped tightly in thick plastic to prevent any blemish, and the yellow onions that all seem identical in size. I used to think of these as staples in the kitchen. Since becoming a farmer, though, they seem to be novelties, even peculiarities. Yes, I’m a vegetable snob.

			On the farm, I grow eight varieties of peppers each year, none of which are bell peppers. The heirloom tomatoes are rarely perfect in appearance, though they’re splendid in taste. The cucumbers are not wrapped in plastic, and the onions come in different sizes.

			Some of my vegetables are drop-dead gorgeous varieties that are completely missing in the grocery store, like MdQS, petit Marseillais peppers, green zebra tomatoes, and the rainbow blend of colorful carrots. Either their shelf life is too short, their cultivation is too difficult for larger-scale production, or customers are too unaccustomed to their looks for the grocery store to stock them. That’s the beauty of CSA farm shares and farmers markets—the beauty of diversity.

			The vegetables we’ll explore here have grown on me because I’ve been growing them. Growing them year after year has taught me about their seeds, their germination preferences, how they like to be tended to, what makes them more generous, and what their greatest struggles are.

			As is obvious, our focus here is on just eight families, though there are vegetables that come from a few other families that I’ll describe as “one-hit wonders,” like asparagus, okra, and sweet potatoes. The vegetables that we’ll consider are only a few species within a few genera of our eight families (from among more than four hundred) of flowering plants. Of all the plants on earth, we eat only a very, very small number of them, which is further reason why we should have veggie smarts and know them very well.

			There is actually no real reason why we don’t eat many more plants as veggies, both within and outside of the eight families. It has just become a matter of convenience, tradition, availability, and habit to rely on the several dozen that we do eat. I’ll occasionally mention eating certain weeds. Yes, eating weeds, which could be seen as a delicacy, since they’re completely impossible to find in the grocery store, and given the dearth of really good recipes for superfood weeds like clover, purslane, garlic mustard, lamb’s quarters, pigweed, and the like.

			While I do tout myself, sarcastically and sassily, as an unapologetic vegetable snob, the more appropriate appellation would be a vegetable bon vivant. In perfecting my pastime—growing vegetables for myself and my partner, then for neighbors, and eventually for CSA farm share members and farmers market customers—I found myself eating, enthusiastically savoring, in fact, the very vegetables I was evidently so good at growing. I became a vegetable aficionado. A vegetable connoisseur. A vegetable enthusiast. Eating so well, so healthily and happily—savoring these plants, socializing around my homegrown gourmet produce, from arugula to zucchini—I found myself becoming a vegetable bon vivant, living the good life, with these sixty or so vegetables across about ninety varieties to which I so carefully tend. My journey is that of a nerdy doctor having a highly productive midlife crisis by becoming a very nerdy farmer—one who came to realize that all these vegetables fit into eight families of plants, each with their own constellation of health-promoting micronutrients and phytochemicals (the latter also called phytonutrients: carotenoids like beta-carotene and lycopene, flavonoids like quercetin and kaempferol, sulfur-containing compounds, and others that would undoubtedly make me healthier, happier, and live longer). The good life.

			Veggie Smarts

			Our country has an eating problem—a big eating problem. In its 2020–2025 Dietary Guidelines documentation, the US federal government tells us that 74 percent of American adults are overweight or obese. Closely related to that figure, 75 percent have eating patterns low in vegetables and fruits, and 77 percent exceed the recommended limit for saturated fat, meaning animal fats like meats, eggs, butter, and all that wonderful cheese. Over the past fifteen years, our average Healthy Eating Index score has varied little, bouncing around between fifty-six and sixty (out of one hundred points), and, thus, not surprisingly, six out of ten American adults are living with one or more food-related chronic diseases. Six out of ten. Given these statistics, we all need to get smart about veggies.

			What you’ll discover in these pages—as you gain veggie smarts and consider the eight-on-my-plate way of eating—holds promise to lower your risk of being overweight, of prediabetes and type 2 diabetes, of heart disease, of cancer, and probably of depression and addictions (except for a few veggie addictions, which I’ll encourage). And if you already have any of those conditions, eight on my plate should be at the center of your treatment, with a goal of disease reversal. Getting smart about eating vegetables can also increase your likelihood of a really long life, since heart disease and cancer are, by far, our leading causes of death.

			I write as a doctor who got smart about vegetables by being a farmer. Even with many hours of physiology and pathophysiology in medical school, we learned next to nothing about what we should eat for ideal health, or how we should eat, for all of us now and in the future. We learned virtually nothing about vegetables, except, as I’ll describe, the physiology behind bean flatulence, that beets can mimic blood in the urine, and that potatoes have a relatively high glycemic index, which is of relevance to diabetes. This, despite having heard the adage that food is medicine, or, more specifically, “Let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food,” as said Hippocrates, the father of medicine whose oath we medical doctors continue to take more than 2,400 years after his practice. It was a quarter of a century after taking the oath that I finally came to understand what Hippocrates really meant.

			I got smart about vegetables by growing them. I needed to understand their seeds, their seedlings, how they grow, and exactly when to harvest them so that I could best serve my farm customers. And with so much produce around—bushel-baskets full, wheelbarrows full, a farmers market delivery van full, and a kitchen full—I needed to get smart about how to eat them. So, I got veggie smarts, and I hope to share them with you.

			What does veggie smarts really mean? Here’s my definition, though it doesn’t appear in the Oxford English Dictionary or Webster’s. Yet.

			Veggie smarts means having a thorough understanding of vegetables so that meals will be more delicious and health will be optimized. It means knowing how the different vegetables are and are not related to one another, thereby enhancing selections for a highly diversified, mostly plant-based way of eating that promotes physical and mental health and prevents or reverses poor health and disease. It is the ability to confidently find, understand, and eat vegetables smartly, all the while cultivating curiosity about how vegetables are grown on farms and can be grown at home. A botanical understanding of these families brings about a culinary understanding of them, which benefits one’s food choices and, thus, one’s health. Having veggie smarts informs decisions and actions at grocery stores and other places where vegetables are purchased, in restaurants, in the home garden, in the kitchen, and around the table. Having veggie smarts is about vegetable knowledge, but it is also a mindset and a commitment to oneself. My hypothesis, admittedly entirely untested, is that understanding our veggies better is conducive to eating more of them. It sure worked for me.

			I start my dinner most nights with a salad, and I try to plan the salad, family-wise, around the entrée and/or vegetables that are to be served, whether at home or in a restaurant, to increase the number of families I’ll be eating. If roasted broccoli is coming up, for example, I’d never start with an arugula, kale, or watercress salad (all Brassicas like the broccoli), but a spinach or lettuce salad would be perfect. If white beans with escarole are to be served, I’d never start with a green bean or radicchio salad, but a kale Caesar would be perfect. If the baked cod entrée comes with a side of Swiss chard (which I hope it does), I’d never start with a spinach salad, but a radicchio salad is just right. I use the same process to select sides of vegetables. It’s about eating eight families. And that’s why we need to learn about those eight families.

			Throughout this book, in addition to telling some stories about my farm and my farmhouse, I aim to impart upon you veggie smarts. As I move through the families, I won’t have much to say about macronutrients: the carbohydrates, proteins, and fats that provide us with the large quantities of key elements we need (carbon, hydrogen, nitrogen, oxygen, phosphorus, sulfur, calcium, sodium, potassium, magnesium, and chloride). The bottom line is that a whole-foods, plant-predominant eating pattern that is diverse—well-prepared vegetables across multiple families, genera, and species—will give us everything we need in terms of carbohydrates, proteins, and fats. Since all vegetables are low in fat, I’m not going to say much more about fat at all. In fact, one of the liberating aspects of a whole-foods, plant-predominant eating pattern is that you can stop worrying about fat and protein and carbohydrates altogether. No more concern about getting enough protein or eating too much fat. Relatedly, eating enough raw and minimally processed vegetables is certain to give us ample disease-fighting fiber. With eight on my plate, you can check that box, too, never needing to give fiber another thought.

			While I’ll give some basic details about micronutrients (vitamins and minerals) and a few of the phytonutrients, those aren’t a main concern; what really matters is that we eat vegetables across all eight families, ideally daily. A meal with four families is good. One with five is better. One with six is bordering on extreme. One with seven is exceedingly healthy. One with eight is outrageously health promoting. I challenge myself to eat as many of the eight families per meal—or across the day—as possible.

			The very basic recipes I provide show my simple approach to eating vegetables that I gathered directly from the gardens or that were left over after the week’s farmers markets. They rely on few ingredients and are farmer inspired rather than chef inspired, showing how I eat the very plants that I spent so many hours nurturing. The goal is to build the habit of eating the full diversity of vegetables in straightforward ways before moving on to more complex and challenging recipes. Amazing vegetable cookbooks exist, and I encourage you to seek them out as part of your journey toward mastering veggie smarts.
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