
Summer Greens  
by Michael Adler of the Edible Plant Project (EPP) 

 
Annuals 
These grow from seeds, flower, and die, which is what most of the plants in our 
vegetable gardens do. Some return reliably from dropped seeds, but collecting is a 
good idea so you can select superior plants for the next generation, control spacing, 
and mulch to control competing weeds.  
 
Lamb’s quarter-Chenopodium giganteum (Amaranthaceae) 
It sprouts abundantly from last year’s seed in late winter. Seedlings are frost tolerant, 
giving it an advantage over other summer competitors. The leaves and growing tips can 
be eaten raw or cooked. In the middle to late summer, the leaves will shrink as the plant 
transitions to seed production. I select the latest plants to save seed, and try to kill any 
early seeding individuals.To plant, sprinkle seeds on the soil surface. Needs fertile 
garden soil, plenty of water, and full sun. 
 
Callaloo/amaranth-Amaranthus sp. (Amaranthacea) 
Most if not all species of Amaranthus are edible, though the spiny pigweed would be 
very difficult and painful to prepare. EPP sells two Amaranthus species; black-seeded 
that comes back every year reliably but goes to seed quickly, and the white, which 
doesn’t, but can be used as a grain. Leaves and stems are very spinach-like when 
cooked. Callaloo is generally not eaten raw. Plant successive rotations to keep young 
plants around for harvesting. To plant, sprinkle seeds on the soil surface. Prefers 
enriched soil, but will grow okay in last year’s soil with no additional amendments. Will 
tolerate mild droughts; needs full sun.   
 
Quailgrass-Celosia argentea (Amaranthaceae) 
Quailgrass, or cock’s comb celisoa is another soft spinach-like plant that must be 
cooked. In the fall, it makes crushed-velvet-looking purple flowers. To plant, sprinkle 
seeds on the soil surface. Needs plenty of water and partial sun.  
 
India lettuce-Lactuca indica (Asteraceae) 
India lettuce is a lettuce relatively similar in taste but a little tougher than the winter 
varieties we’re used to. It can be eaten raw or cooked, stem, too. It grows multiple stalks 
that can get to about 6’. Harvest leaves from the bottom, or cut the stalks to encourage 
branching, chop, and sauté them. It will grow in the winter too, if you like it that much.  
It’s very rich in anti-oxidants.  I always have trouble collecting enough seeds from these 
plants, because only a few ripen each day over a long period.  It will sometimes come 
up from self-sewn seeds.  To plant, sprinkle seeds on the soil surface. Needs plenty of 
water and filtered sun.   
 
Molokhiya-Corchorus olitorius (Malvaceae). 
Molokhiya or Jews mallow is a tall plant with small leaves, in the hibiscus/cotton/okra 
family, closely related to jute. The leaves can be used in soups and stews, but can also 



be eaten raw. It likes hot, wet weather, and should tolerate a bit of flooding. Plant in full 
sun, and collect seeds by clipping the ripening pods before they pop open. 
 
Malabar spinach-Basella alba and rubra (Basellacea) 
Malabar spinach is a fast-growing vine that is unrelated to spinach. It has thick and 
mucilaginous leaves, high in vitamins A, C, iron, and calcium. The leaves and soft 
shoots are eaten raw or cooked. Plant it from seeds you collected in the fall. It likes 
heat, full sun, rich garden soil, and plenty of water. 
 
Perennials  
Most of those listed below are tropical and so will freeze to the ground in the winter. 
Improve the chances of re-sprouting next season by burying the lower stems in a 
mound of mulch to keep them warm. 
 
Tanier spinach/edible-leaf elephant ear-Xanthosoma brasiliense (Araceae) 
This relative of taro and malanga has leaves that are edible with only a little cooking. 
Older leaves require more cooking than the younger ones, with new, rolled-up leaves 
only needing light steaming. It can grow to a very large size and is reportedly delicious. 
This plant prefers shade and plenty of water and mulch.  Propagated by dividing 
offshoots.   
 
Sweet potato-Ipomoea batatas (Convolvulaceae) 
Everyone is familiar with sweet potatoes, but few people know that you can eat the 
leaves, which should be cooked. Grows best in well-drained, sandy soil in full sun. 
Regular pruning of the vines might even promote larger potato harvests. 
 
Lau Pele/ Pacific spinach/aibika, slippery cabbage-Abelmoschous manihot (Malvaceae) 
A close relative of okra with large soft leaves suitable for a salad green. The leaves can 
also be cooked.  It may grow to 6’ in a year, but will freeze back in the winter. Prefers 
light shade and plenty of water. Propagate it by stem cuttings, and mulch heavily. 
 
Chaya/tree spinach-Cnidoscolus chayamansa (Euphorbiaceae) 
Chaya is in the poinsettia family, often mistakenly called stinging nettle. Cultivated 
varieties have had the stinging hairs bred out of them. They grow better the second 
year, after their root system is well established, and will freeze back during the winter. 
Propagation is by stem cuttings. The leaves get tough in the fall, so it’s better to eat in 
the summer. They MUST be boiled, as they contain cyanide compounds.  It is about 
twice as nutritious as spinach. They like sun and are very drought tolerant. Mulch 
heavily in winter, and propagate by stem cuttings 
 
Katuk-Souropus androgynous (Euphorbiaceae) 
Leaves can be eaten raw, unlike most Euphorbs. The leaves can also be cooked. Mulch 
this one well, because it really doesn’t like the cold.   t likes some shade, and 
supposedlywhen fertilized heavily in the shade, will grow thick, soft shoots that are 
marketed as tropical asparagus.  Propagate by stem cuttings.  
 



Moringa-Moringa oleifera (Moringaceae) 
Moringa is a fast-growing African tree that looks like a legume.  Its little leaflets are so 
extremely nutritious that the leaf powder is used as a treatment for malnutrition in 
nursing mothers. They are experts at surviving droughts, but don’t grow much, and 
might even decide to lose their tops and hibernate if the drought is severe. They like soil 
more fertile than ours naturally is--can’t make iron and calcium out of nothing! Be 
warned that fresh leaves are laxative, so they are generally eaten cooked. The young 
pods can be cooked like okra and the ripe seeds can be used like peanuts. Mulch this 
one heavily too.  Propagate by seeds or thick stem cuttings. 
 
Okinawan Spinach- Gynura crepioides (Asteraceae) 
An attractive plant, half purple, with half dark green leaves that make a delicious 
addition to salads, or can be cooked as a pot herb. Propagates well from cuttings, that 
must be taken before winter, as the plant will not survive a freeze. Okinawa lettuce can 
be used in landscaping as a groundcover in full sun (with enough water), or it does well 
in partial shade. It needs little, but does appreciate some soil amending/fertilizing. 
 
Surinam Spinach- Talinum fruticosum (Portulacaceae) 
This is a close relative of purslane, with a similarly tangy flavor. The leaves are often 
eaten raw, though can be cooked at low temperature.  Will freeze back in the winter, but 
comes back in spring a welcome and refreshing lettuce substitute during extreme 
summer heat. It thrives in partial shade and high soil moisture. 
 
 


