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Each year the National Garden Bureau selects one 
annual, one perennial, one bulb and one edible as 
their “Year of the” crops.  They make their choices 
based on if the plant is easy-to-grow, genetically 
diverse, widely adaptable and popular.  2017 has 
been designated as the “Year of the Brassica” in the 
edible category.  Brassica is a genus of plants in the 
mustard family (Brassicaceae).  The members of this 
genus are also known as cruciferous vegetables. 
 
Brassicas have been a major food source for just 
about as long as anyone can remember.  This diverse family has been extensively altered 
and domesticated by humans and includes many plants of economic importance.  The Brassicaceae family 
includes many vegetables including broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, collard greens, kale, 
kohlrabi, mustard, rutabaga, turnip, Chinese cabbage, radish, arugula, horseradish, wasabi and watercress. 
 
The term “cole crops” generally refers to vegetables of the species Brassica oleraceae.  These waxy-leaved 
plants, originally native to Europe, include cabbage, kale, kohlrabi, cauliflower, broccoli and Brussels 
sprouts.  Even though they are all cultivars of Brassica oleracea, they look quite different.  Simple and 
natural mutations of the “wild cabbage” led to the development of large leaves in kale and collards.  Other 
mutations resulted in the development of cabbage heads, while arrested flower development led to 
broccoli and cauliflower and prolific development of axillary buds gave us Brussels sprouts. 
 
Most brassicas are annuals or biennials and are easy to grow in the home garden.  In general, cruciferous 
vegetables are cool weather vegetables that are best planted in the early spring or fall.  Flowers have four 
petals that resemble a cross.  Many can endure a light frost which helps extend the gardening year. 
 
Cabbage is a cool-season vegetable suited to both spring and fall when daytime temperatures are in the 
60’s (degree F).  Cabbage come in many forms - round, flat, pointed, savoyed (wrinkled), and colors - 
white, green, red, and purple.  Cabbage demands even moisture to produce good heads.  Direct-seed or 
transplant spring crops for fresh use in summer or plant fall crops for winter storage or sauerkraut. 
 
Cauliflower is the most finicky and difficult of the cole crops to grow.  It flourishes when temperatures are 
moderate as it prefers to grow without heat stress.  Heads will not develop properly in hot or dry weather.  
To add an unexpected pop of color to a veggie tray, try one of the newer purple or orange varieties. 
 
Broccoli needs cool weather, lots of sun, plenty of moisture and rich soil.  Plant in early spring and again in 
late summer for a fall harvest.  Avoid mid-summer as hot weather can cause premature bolting.  Harvest 
broccoli while the buds are still tightly closed.  Removing the central head will stimulate growth of side 
shoots, allowing you to harvest for several weeks. 
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An odd looking vegetable, Brussels sprouts is a long season crop.  Plant them in late spring for a fall 
harvest.  They taste best after they have been kissed by frost.  Keep plantings moist and well-mulched 
during the heat of summer.  Too much nitrogen will promote leaf and stalk growth at the expense of the 
little cabbage heads. 

 
Kale was grown by the ancient Greeks and Romans.  It is 
just about the easiest of all the Brassicas to grow.  Curly-
leaf types have better cold and frost tolerance.  A bit of 
frost will tenderize the leaves and make them sweeter.  
Dinosaur (Lacinato) types have blue green, sword shaped 
leaves.  Russian types are mild in the summer and als o 
cold tolerant.  For a continuous harvest, cut the lower 
leaves and let the top leaves keep growing. 
 
Rutabagas are a cross between a turnip and a wild 
cabbage.  They trace back to the Middle Ages and were 

used for cattle fodder and only eaten in times of hardship.  Rutabagas are often confused with turnips, but 
are sweeter flavored and take longer to mature.  They prefer full sun and a moderately rich, well-drained, 
neutral (pH) soil.  Most varieties have softball-sized roots with a purple top and a pale creamy-yellow 
bottom. 
 
Turnips were once widely grown, but they have slipped in popularity.  Turnips will grow under most 
conditions, even in poor soil.  Some types are grown for the tops, while others are used only for the root.  
Hot, dry conditions will cause the roots to be small, off-flavored and woody. 
 
As all these plants are related, do not plant Brassica crops in the same garden spot more than once every 
three or four years.  This will help reduce disease and insect problems. 
 
Brassica vegetables provide plenty of nutrition as they are rich in nutrients, high in vitamin C and soluble 
fiber plus glucosinolates, a compound that has been investigated for its possible anticancer effects. 
 
Resources for this article include:  National Garden Bureau, University of Massachusetts, University of 
Illinois, Cornell University and “The Complete Vegetable and Herb Gardener”. 
 
Resources for this article include:  New York Invasive Species Information, NYS Department of 
Environmental Conservation, North Carolina State University, United States Department of Agriculture 
Forest Service, Cornell University and Penn State. 
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