[bookmark: _GoBack]Feel the Beet!

Beets (aka “blood turnips”) are distinctively earthy, a quietly dramatic vegetable. They are sweeter than either corn or carrots, high in vitamins A and C, and possess a wildly vibrant hue notorious for its persistence through the digestive process. Many beet varieties can easily (over)grow to be the approximate size and shape of a human heart , a slightly disturbing realization to have while wresting one from the soil. Some maintain a rounder shape at maturity, and others have been bred to be more cylindrical (a whole different kind of disturbing, harvesting those, I can tell you) for ease of processing.  

Beets do well in Maine’s climate, and can be one of the earliest seeds to sow in the garden-I planted my first peas, carrots, and beets in raised beds on April 15 this past spring. Plant seeds in 3-4 week successions til midsummer for a long harvest period of both greens and roots. Beets do not compete well with weeds; frequent hand-weeding and/or shallow cultivation are necessary. Thinning (ultimately to 3” between plants) will also be required to allow roots to grow to their best potential size and shape. Beets prefer cooler soil temperatures, and will need supplementary water during droughty periods. 

Each beet “seed” is a dried fruit actually containing several seeds, which is the reason you almost always have to thin your rows of beets! Fortunately, every part of the beet plant is edible. Seedling thinnings are great in salad (think microgreens), and beet greens (with tiny beets still attached) are one of the earliest treats of the summer garden. I like them with butter and a little salt, but lots of folks like vinegar.

The classic lurid beets maintain their cachet with traditionalists, while other varieties have become almost fashionable.  Golden beets, less aggressively hued and flavored with a milder hint of earth, are among the darlings of the food world. A variety called ‘Chioggia’ has brilliant concentric rings of pink and white. When shredded, it makes a stunningly hot pink addition to a slaw recipe. Beets add (or leave) color wherever they go, except perhaps in the case of ‘Albino.’ 

From a bag of crispy “Beets and Sweets” at the grocery store to dining out, beets are being seen everywhere. Hipster restaurateurs roast and serve them in a haystack of wilted arugula, caramelized pears, local goat cheese, drizzled with balsamic reduction and sprinkled with maple-candied walnuts (a girl can dream)! Some sneak beets into their artisanal sorbets. Even purveyors of comfort food may have Harvard beets or red-flannel hash on their menus.  

Storage and preservation of beets from the garden is fairly straightforward. Washed and trimmed (tops up to ½” long ) beets, stored in vented plastic bags in cold, moist conditions, will keep for up to 5 months. Beets also lend themselves well to pickling, either with vinegar or lacto-fermentation. Big batches of borscht can be frozen in meal-sized containers. You can enjoy beets all winter!

I would be remiss to write about beets without mentioning Jitterbug Perfume by Tom Robbins. No other vegetable has inspired a novel as fun and passionate as this one. Put it on your winter reading list, even if you’ve read it before. Keep it on the nightstand with your seed catalogs and cookbooks. Think about which beets you’ll grow next year. Plan tomorrow’s dinner or dream of joining the Bandaloop dancers. Sweet, beety dreams to you!
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