What Is an Heirloom Vegetable?

   Gardening can be a rewarding yet fascinating hobby to have. However, have you ever wondered about some of those varieties you are planting and where they originally came from? Some gardeners are planting seeds that were familiar to their grandfather or his grandfather and really aren’t aware of it. Over the years, many of our old varieties have become lost due to the rise of hybrid seeds. Many beautiful and flavorful vegetables once found in seed catalogs are now rare and sparse. However, old varieties are making a comeback and can even be found at your local seed store or grocery store. Most of these older seeds are referred to as “heirlooms”. But, what exactly is an “heirloom” seed?

   Defining an heirloom variety isn’t exactly the easiest task. There are essentially three different criteria that should be met for a seed or vegetable to be labeled as an heirloom. First, the variety must be able to reproduce itself from seed. Most heirloom varieties are open-pollinated or standard. Second, an heirloom should have been introduced more than fifty years ago. However, this number can waiver depending on the varieties age. Lastly, a variety must have a history of its own. Most heirloom varieties have unique and sometimes comical names and histories. For instance, Howling Mob corn got its name from the reaction of the townspeople when the farmer brought it to town. The people just couldn’t get enough of it. Other varieties such as Trail of Tears beans, Mortgage Lifter tomatoes, and Lazy Wife pole beans all have interesting stories as well. 

   Now that we know about heirloom seeds, we can ask the question, “What are the benefits of growing heirloom varieties?” Growing an heirloom vegetable can be both an educational and flavorful experience. Heirloom varieties can provide a gardener with an interesting background or story, or a learning experience in how they grow. In addition to that, the taste of these older varieties cannot be beat. Heirlooms tend to be quite flavorful, and colorful. The yield from them can be quite good with some excellent results. As of lately, some modern food distributors and companies are looking at heirlooms for these exact reasons. It is no longer uncommon to see Shoe-peg corn or Fordhook lima beans on the shelf at your local market. The American public is starting to rediscover the tastes of so long ago.

   Currently, there are many different sources for information and heirloom seeds available. The two most beneficial books to read on heirloom vegetables are Taylor’s Guide to Heirloom Vegetables by Benjamin Watson, and Heirloom Vegetable Gardening by William Woys Weaver. Either one of these books are available at your local bookstore. As for obtaining seeds, modern companies like Burpees, Shumway, and Landreth all carry heirloom varieties. However, one of the best sources for heirloom seeds today is Seed Savers Exchange. Seed Savers is one of the world’s largest sources for older seeds. For more information on Seed Savers, or to obtain a catalog, simply go to their website at www.seedsavers.org. 

