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TheEdibles

	 For	the	adventurous	
cook	and	kitchen	
gardener,	Asian	vegetables	
offer	endless	possibilities. 
Asian dishes are bursting with 
vegetables and each nation has its own 
unique assemblage of flavors. As we 
explore the world of Asian vegetables 
we discover new varieties of many of 
our favorite vegetables. We can also 
grow many hard to find ingredients in 
our own backyard. 
 Spices and herbs are used to 
enhance the flavor and aroma of Asian 
cuisine. Many of the unique flavors 
we enjoy in Asian dishes come from 
familiar plants. Basil and cilantro, for 
example, are widely utilized, however, 
the varieties differ from those used in 
Italian or Mexican dishes. Thai basil, for 

example, is an essential ingredient in 
curries and stir-fries in Thailand, India 
and Vietnam. Often found labeled at 
garden centers simply as ‘Thai Basil’, 
many licorice-scented varieties such as 
‘Siam Queen’ or ‘Penang’ are available 
through seed catalogs. Holy basil 
varieties such as ‘Samui’ and ‘Nicobar’ 
lend a musky flavor to Indian dishes. All 
basils are easily grown in Oklahoma’s 
summer sun.
 Cilantro is better known as 
Chinese parsley among Asian 
cooks, typically added raw or as a 
last ingredient to soups and noodle 
dishes. Grow this herb in spring or 
fall. Another common herb is perilla 
or shisho, which can be found in 
Japanese, Vietnamese and Korean 
dishes. Perilla is either red or green, 

with the later having a more intense 
flavor. Perilla can be found as a 
flavoring in soups, salads, tempura, or 
to flavor seafood. The Vietnamese also 
use it to wrap around grilled meats. 
Red varieties are used to add color 
and flavor to preserved foods such as 
pickled ginger and salted plums, as 
well as in Japanese flower arranging. 
Beware when growing perilla in the 
garden, it seeds readily and will return 
with a vengeance. Snip flowers to 
prevent self-sowing. 
 Peppers are essential for devel-
oping the unique flavors and often 
intense heat of Asian dishes. Select 
varieties based on the cuisine you wish 
to prepare and your tolerance for heat. 
Consider the mild sweet-hot Japanese 
variety ‘Shishito’ for stir-fries or tem-

Edamame make a nutritious snack packed 
with protein. Boil or steam pods and 

sprinkle with salt for an instant appetizer.By Kimberly Toscano
Asian veggies for Oklahoma gardens
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pura. Or grow ‘Thai Chili’ to spice up 
soups, curries, sauces, and stir-fries. 
‘Thai Chili’ also dries well for later use 
and is often added to Szechuan dishes 
to impart heat. However, it is not chil-
ies but the Szechuan peppercorn, 
Zanthoxylum species, which creates 
the tongue-numbing heat of traditional 
Szechuan dishes. Interestingly, Zan-
thoxylum is a popular bonsai, but may 
be a bit unruly for the garden.
 Onions are one of the oldest 
cultivated vegetables, so it is not 
surprising they are well represented 
in Asian cuisine. When visiting Japan, 
I was actually served a raw onion at 
breakfast – it was surprisingly sweet. 
Japanese varieties tend to have a 
mild flavor, perfect for salads and 
sandwiches as well as soups. Try 
the cultivars ‘Imai Early’ or ‘Senshu 
Yellow’. Bunching onions are great 

additions to the garden because they 
tend to be difficult to find at the 
market, yet are essential to many 
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean 
dishes. Bunching onions can be grown 
as perennials and harvested year-
round. ‘Evergreen White Nebuka’ and 
‘Heshiko’ are suitable for overwintering 
and can be harvested as tender young 
shoots or allowed to mature. 
 Beans play an essential role in 
cuisines all across Asia, from the 
adzuki bean common in Japanese 
soups, to the famous Chinese long 
bean. The winged bean or dragon bean 
is an interesting, heat-tolerant plant 
as all parts are edible. The beans are 
used as a vegetable, leaves are cooked 
like spinach and the roots are similar 
to potatoes. A bean that has gained 
popularity in the west is soybean or 
edamame. While there are many uses 

for soybeans, gardeners are most likely 
to harvest young pods for a healthy 
snack. ‘Beer Friend’ or ‘Lucky Lion’ 
are excellent varieties for eating fresh. 
 Peas and pea shoots are great 
for busy cooks as they are ready in 
minutes. Snow peas are commonly 
stir-fried or added to soups and pair 
wonderfully with chicken or shrimp. 
A good disease-resistant variety for 
the garden is ‘Oregon Giant’ or try 
the more traditional ‘Taichung 11’. 
Pea shoots or tendrils are a delicacy 
in China and varieties are cultivated 
specifically for this purpose. While 
specialty varieties such as ‘Usui’ yield 
sweet and tender shoot tips, you can 
harvest the tips of common snow pea 
cultivars such as ‘Dwarf Grey Sugar’ 
and ‘Oregon Sugar Pod’.
 Eggplants are widely used in Asian 
cuisine because the porous flesh allows 
the fruits to absorb the flavors of cur-
ries and sauces. Asian eggplants tend to 
have a more delicate taste than Western 
varieties and are found in a wide range 
of shapes and colors. My favorite all 
around eggplant (for any cuisine, east 
or west) is ‘Thai Long Green’ with a 
mild, sweet flavor, and thin flesh. A 
prized, traditional Japanese variety is 
‘Kamo’, with beautiful purple-black skin 
and a rich flavor. The small round fruits 
of ‘Arumugam’ are multi-hued and per-
fect for Indian dishes. 

Asian vegetables are not just 
for the garden. We can grow key 
ingredients year-round right on our 
countertop. In fact, many heat-sensitive 
herbs are easiest grown as microgreens.

Sprouts
Mung bean ‘Mappe Green’
Chrysanthemum greens ‘Oasis’
Radish ‘All Purple Sango’ or ‘China Rose’
Soybean ‘Kodaizu’

Microgreens
Japanese parsley ‘Mitsuba’
Chinese parsley ‘Leisure Cilantro’ (split seed)
Arugula ‘Astro’
Chinese celery ‘Kintsai’
Mustard ‘Cho Kara’ or ‘Spicy Brown’
Bunching onion ‘Ishikura Long Winter’
Pak Choi ‘Tatsoi Savoy’ or ‘Red Choi’
Pea Shoots ‘Usui’ or ‘Dwarf Grey’

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••
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Peas are cultivated not only for their 
tasty pods but also for the edible and 

delicious young shoot tips.
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 The most versatile ingredients in Asian cuisine are the 
greens, which range from the spicy mustard to mild Chinese 
cabbage and peppery Chinese broccoli. Mustards are widely 
used in Asian cuisine and are incredibly diverse. Some 
varieties are used in salads, such as the colorful ‘Garner 
Giant’ while others are pickled, or added to soups and 
stir-fries. Pak choi is another popular green that is used in 
everything from soups to meat dishes. The mildly mustard-
flavored foliage has a unique spoon-shaped petiole that is 
typically white. ‘Shanghai’ is a popular variety that is quite 
heat tolerant. 
 For the fall garden, winter squash or Japanese pumpkin 
(kabocha) is an ideal crop. Japanese pumpkins are 
commonly used in soups, stir-fries and pies. ‘Uchiki Kuri’ is 
a Hubbard-type squash with orange-red rind, creamy yellow, 
thick flesh and a taste that is very sweet and nutty. For 
tempura enthusiasts try the varieties ‘Hokkori’ or ‘Akehime’.
 Asian cuisine offers endless flavors to explore both in 
the kitchen and garden. Experiment by substituting some 
of your favorite vegetables with Asian varieties or introduce 
something knew to your plate. Remember to match veg-
etables to the proper growing season and select varieties that 
tolerate our hot summer temperatures.m

Kimberly Toscano blends her formal training in horticulture and 
entomology with her passion for design to educate and inspire 
gardeners. She shares her love of gardening, culture, design and the 
natural world through guided travel experiences. Learn more at 
www.kimtoscano.com.

Many Asian cultivars of eggplant can be 
found at local farmers markets among the 
more common western varieties.

A common ingredient in Thai dishes, lemongrass is a 
tender perennial grass that can be grown in Oklahoma 
gardens, but requires overwintering indoors.
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