
My understanding of gardening perennial  

vegetables was dramatically expanded by a  

tour of ECHO, a Florida-based organization that  

provides education and seeds for the world’s poor. 

The story of an African doctor saving the life of  

a mother and her baby by just providing moringa 

powder in a glass of water for 10 days amazed me.

 Planting for 
High-Nutrition 

Food

Chapter 4



SHAMANIC GARDENING74 75Planting for High-Nutrition Food

The moringa tree is one of the most nutritious 
trees on the planet. It is easy to grow, with all parts 
edible. Although not yet found in many American nurs-
eries, it is very easy to grow from seed in your backyard 
and the leaves can easily be pulled off the branches to dry, for 
eating and sharing with others. Moringa grows best in subtropi-
cal and tropical climates, but it also does very well in warm, dry, 
semi-desert conditions.

It will die down during a freeze but will reappear when warm 
weather arrives. Because of its incredible ability to energize, metabo-
lize, and even purify water, I feel the moringa tree should be added 
to every garden. 

Gram for gram, moringa leaves are said to contain:

! 7 times the vitamin C in oranges  

! 4 times the calcium in milk  

! 4 times the vitamin A in carrots  

! 2 times the protein in milk  

! 3 times the potassium in bananas

Very young pods can be cooked and eaten like asparagus.!Tender 
growing tips, stems, and leaves can be eaten raw, or sprinkled over 
salads and sandwiches. Blossoms are edible and taste similar to a 
radish. Leaves can be juiced with carrots, added to soups, omelets, 
and rice, or added to the morning teapot for a delicious, nutritious 
tea. When moringa trees are about three to four feet tall, they can be 
pulled out of the ground, their grated roots tasting similar to horse-
radish.

Today moringa is also used as an energizer. It is an ingredient in dia-
betes medicine, high-end shampoos, and many different types of 

{ Moringa Tree
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cosmetics.!Leaves are used as a remedy for diarrhea, dysentery, coli-
tis, and anemia. It can reduce fever and treat bronchitis as well as eye 
and ear infections and inflammation of the mucus membrane in the 
ear, nose, and throat. Some people rub the leaves on the temples to 
reduce headache.

Some use it as a topical treatment for minor skin infections, cuts, 
scrapes, and rashes. I felt an urgency to share what I learned about 
high-nutrition edibles in my sustainable gardening workshops. Since 
then, my landscape includes several moringa trees (Moringa oleifera), 
katuk (Sauropus androgynus), Okinawa spinach (Gynura crepioides), 
Malabar spinach (Basella alba), jaboticaba (Myrciaria), edible variet-
ies of hibiscus: cranberry (Hibiscus acetosella) and roselle (Hibiscus sab-
dariffa), chaya (Cnidoscolus chayamansa), and several varieties of ama-
ranth (Amaranthus hypochondriacus).

Water-wise containers have expanded my use of water barrels for 
irrigation. Learning and implementing so many new sustainable 
agricultural technologies, with a long list of exceptionally nutritious 
plants from around the world, has added important ingredients to 
my daily meals and good health.

!!!

Dating back to 2000 B.C., Egyptians picked their produce from pri-
vate, enclosed gardens placed next to their homes. Grapevines were 
grown along with various fruit trees such as date, fig, pomegranate 
and tamarisk. Pharaoh Ramses III preserved raisins and dried dates in 
large earthen jars. Coconut trees were reserved only for the wealthy.
During their famous expedition, Lewis and Clark sent Thomas Jef-
ferson prairie turnip (Psoralea esculenta) seeds. The explorers’ French 
boatman called them white apples; others called them breadfruit. The 
Lakota called them timpsila, an important staple food and form of 
money for centuries. According to Ansel Wooden Knife, well known 

prairie turnip }
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watermelon, cabbage, and lotus were also cultivated and grown in 
personal gardens.

In early America, personal gardening included an abundance of vari-
ety. Thomas Jefferson kept extensive notes in his personal journal. 
He documented names of plants purchased and planted, the varieties 
of seeds germinated, and many unsuccessful plant experiments. He 
searched constantly for new crops that could adapt to the soil condi-
tions, climate and lack of water at Monticello.

While serving as ambassador to France, he accumulated a vast knowl-
edge of plants from his frequent visits to gardens in Europe. He also 
received many gifts from diplomats and private citizens who knew 
he was interested in gathering plants for Monticello and for his new 
nation.

As a result, Jefferson is credited with introducing a variety of veg-
etables to America, among them Brussels sprouts, cauliflower, broc-
coli and tomatoes. He became the first American to grow white and 
purple eggplants, both gifts from an Italian diplomat. He imported 
pomegranate, almond and olive trees. He brought to the eastern 
United States the stands of pecan trees that grew in colonial times 
near the Wabash, Ohio and Mississippi rivers. The harvested nuts 
were distributed throughout Virginia. At Monticello, various species 
of figs were cultivated; one variety, the brown fig (Ficus carica), is still 
grown in many American gardens today.

!!!

As scientists search the earth for new plants to use as medicine, gar-
deners are given an abundance of new choices of trees, flowers and 
herbs. Indigenous medicine people from the rainforests of Africa, 
Asia, and South America are teaching researchers ancient plant 
knowledge. As the diversity of plant choice expands, there is also 

for his fry bread mix, their month of June is named Timpsila Wi or 
moon of timpsila. Using it in their sacred ceremonies, only women 
were allowed to harvest timpsila. The plant produces a spindle-
shaped tuber about four inches below ground. A coarse brown 
husk must be removed to expose the white, edible portion. Lakota 
women discovered that if the thin portion of the root is left attached 
and the tubers woven together, they can be stored indefinitely. The 
Lakota women also created a children’s game related to picking timp-
sila. The children were taught to observe the direction the timpsila 
branches were pointing, and to run off in this direction to find more. 
The tubers can be eaten raw or cut into chunks for stir-fry or stew, 
or ground into a fine flour to make hot cereal or to bake small berry 
cakes for trail snacks and fry bread.

In the Egyptian vegetable gar-
den, garlic was highly valued. 
Ramses III was said to have 
large supplies of it stored in 
temples, to pay slaves and 
other debts. Onions were 
commonly eaten, but forbid-
den to celibate priests because 
of their supposed aphrodisiac 
qualities.

Olive oil used in cooking was 
imported from Persia. In Northern Africa, almond, moringa (prob-
ably Moringa pterygosperma, the African native) and castor beans were 
grown along the banks of rivers, to be used as oils in cooking, for 
medicinal remedies and for various ointments. Fish were caught in 
the rivers and also raised in ponds.

By Roman times, the choice of homegrown fruits was expanded to 
include the apple, cherry and pear. Cucumber, melon, leek, radish, 
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Seeds and Diversity

Diversity is a sustainable principle. In the natural world, diversity of 
species is prevalent. Growing many types of basil in a garden sus-
tains the life of basil on the planet. We have seen in America what 
happens when a virus takes hold of a single species of tree that is 
commonly grown in parks and towns. As an example, Dutch elm 
disease killed off elms across America, creating a significant impact.

The principle of diversity recommends that gardeners include as 
many different plants as possible throughout the landscape, plant as 
many different species of one type of plant, and design a variety of 
different microclimates throughout your landscape. The goal is to 
provide food for as many different types of bees, beneficial insects, 
birds, hummingbirds and butterflies as possible. Plants native to the 
area are the easiest to grow, because they do not require fertilizer and 
can adjust to the changeable weather patterns.

We know that wild creatures are frequently stuck in their ways, 
demanding to dine on only what they have been used to for eons. 

more available knowledge of how plants have been used in different 
cultures.

In the back of this book you will find an extensive list of high-nutri-
tion plants, with detailed information about growing requirements, 
edible parts, culinary use, health benefits, landscape use and history. 
The plants have been arranged in alphabetical order by their common 
names first, followed by their generic names in italics, as well as the 
family each represents and the plant’s geographical origin. Most of 
the plants are fairly easy to find and cultivate, and many of the most 
nutritious are also drought-tolerant. All can be grown in backyards, 
on rooftops or apartment balconies, or in community gardens. When 
possible, different varieties are included, because healthy crops are 
grown from an extensive variety of species.

Within the list are a few heirloom varieties; there are several plants 
that might be new to you. Many are native to America or have 
become naturalized in America. You might recognize some of the 
wild edibles that hikers and naturalists have been eating on Ameri-
can trails for generations. Because of their high mineral and protein 
content, many amazing plants will become valuable for your peren-
nial garden. Each holds significance in a healthy diet that can increase 
your body’s defense against disease, boost your energy, and make a 
strong foundation for a longer life.

!!!
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by minimizing the influence of the invasion on the entire ecosystem.
To quote Jefferson, “The greatest service which can be rendered any 
country is to add a useful plant to its culture. One such service of this 
kind rendered to a nation is worth more to them than all the victories 
of the most splendid pages of their history.”

Seed Diversity

One of the most important aspects of high-nutrition planting is the 
need for seed diversity. Seeds are alive, with a vitality that supports 
a plant’s health. Taking time to collect seeds or allowing a plant to 
reseed sustains survival of the plants. Seed harvesting supports the 
diversity of species, and even helps to reduce weeds and grass that 
grow in your garden.

Both Virgil (Roman poet, scholar, 70–19 B.C.) and Pliny (Roman nat-
uralist, 23–79 A.D.) strongly recommended sowing fresh seeds from 
one year or less. To sustain strong plants, Jefferson taught to “select 
only one or two of the best species or varieties of every vegetable.”

When Anasazi women gathered amaranth seeds, piñon nuts, sun-
flower seeds, and tansy mustard seeds, they took only what was 
needed for the day to grind into flour; seeds were left to feed the 
wildlife, to reseed and to harvest for the next year’s crop. Other 
Southwestern native women organized their different seed corn vari-
eties by the particular uses—as flour, porridge, popcorn, corn cakes, 
hominy, or for ceremony.

Committed to the strength of diversity, Jefferson harvested seeds 
from every strong species of various grasses, acorns of the cork oak, 
olive plants and innumerable fruits and vegetable seeds. Once har-
vested, he saved some for Monticello, and the rest were sent to agri-
cultural societies, farmers and botanists. At Monticello, he experi-
mented with 23 varieties of peas and 20 species of lettuce, which 

Many too often look for only specific flowers, shrubs or trees that  
are native to the area. They are looking for the nectar, seed, bug or 
nut of native plants that have been naturally living in their dining 
area for hundreds or even thousands of years. After all, it took time 
to evolve with the environment and to learn what worked for their 
survival and what didn’t. Today, when the monarch butterfly can 
easily find a meadow-type garden to eat only various milkweeds,  
it will be happy and live a long life on the planet. If those meadow-
type gardens are too far apart, that can be a serious issue for the 
monarch’s survival.

Diversity increases the appeal for both gardeners and wildlife. But-
terflies and many beneficial insects are attracted to red, for example. 
If there are no red or orange flowers, the population of butterflies is 
going to be affected.

Different types of plants need different types of nutrients to grow. 
Plants vary in the types of nutrients they pull out of the soil to feed 
other plants. The easiest way to have a landscape that can feed more 
wildlife is to offer a larger variety on their menu. For us, too, salads 
are more fun because today there are more kinds of lettuce and salad 
greens available.

Another reason for diversity is to reduce the impact of pests on your 
garden. Many pests also like only specific plants. If there is a large 
variety of plants growing close together, the pest may literally have 
difficulty finding the plant it wants to devour. Strong-smelling herbs 
can confuse pests. If the pest takes longer to find its food, the better 
the chances are that a lizard, spider or bird will eat it.

Another point to consider is that variety helps to hold diseases 
in check. The more different species you have in your landscape, 
including native plants, the more beneficial insects will take up resi-
dence. Diversity can also reduce negative effects from invasive plants 
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Part of the Monticello Organization’s mission is to educate and dem-
onstrate the variety of plants still available today.

Things You Can Do to Encourage Seed Diversity

! Check your locality to obtain details on endangered species, 

and grow the ones that can !t your space.

! Grow diversely by including as many species of a favorite 

plant that !ts your space. Consider having 22 varieties of let-

tuce or 10 varieties of basil.

! Diversity can be combined with dense ground cover by either 

adding cover crops or setting plants close together.

were sown every two weeks during the growing season. In total, he 
had 70 species of vegetables and 250 varieties.

Italian rice, which he smuggled out of Italy, allowed the rice planta-
tions of South Carolina to produce the best rice in the world. He 
loved the flavors of American apples, pecans, cranberries, squash, 
pumpkins, Indian corn, cantaloupe, watermelon and sweet potatoes, 
and he grew them all in his Paris garden from Monticello seeds.

To further expand the nation’s variety of cultivated plants, in 1804, 
Jefferson, with financial help from Congress, sponsored the Lewis 
and Clark botanical expedition. Its purpose was to discover new 
plants from across the continent. The seeds received were sent to 
different nurseries and also sown at Monticello. Three plants found 
and mentioned in this chapter were Jerusalem artichoke (Helianthus 
tuberosis), prairie turnip (Psoralea esculenta) and narrow-leaved cone-
flower (Echinacea angustifolia).

You can purchase heirloom seeds or historically significant seeds 
from farm museums, e.g., Monticello and Mount Vernon, and online. 
The seed companies listed in the book gather seeds that are open-
pollinated, which allows the seeds to breathe. These are the true 
heirloom seeds.

On a seed packet there will usually be the history of the seeds, vari-
ous species, its common name and Latin or generic name, price and 
weight. Heirloom seeds give seeding and growing details. If the seeds 
are organic, you will see Certified Organic. If you see Omri, this is a 
specific logo for recognizing organic. Omri is a nonprofit organiza-
tion that tests for organic. If you purchase products with their logo, 
it is a way to be confident that the product is certified organic. If the 
seeds are tiny, add a bit of sand before planting. Bigger seeds can be 
soaked one to two days before planting. A simple rule to follow is to 
plant a seed two times as deep as the size of the seed.
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Dark Opal Basil (Ocimum basilicum ‘Purpurascens’): Lavender flow-
ers, deep purple, shiny leaves, and a striking ornamental that is 
excellent in vinegar or as a garnish.

Green Ruffles Basil (Ocimum basilicum ‘Green Ruffles’): White flow-
ers, leaves are lime green, serrated, ruffled, much longer than 
sweet basil, and it is an excellent ornamental; Good accent plant, 
borders.

Holy Basil (Ocimum sanctum): Lavender flowers, gray-green, coarse 
leaves, has a sweet fragrance, and is excellent as an ornamental; 
Not used in cooking.

Lettuce-leaf Basil (Ocimum basilicum ‘Lettuce Leaf’): White flowers, 
very large, crinkled leaves, and excellent in salads.

“Minimum” Bush Basil (Ocimum basilicum minimum): White flow-
ers, leaves are 1 to 1! inches, and its dwarf, compact form is good 
for container gardens and borders.

Purple Ruffles Basil (Ocimum basilicum ‘Purple Ruffles’): Lavender 
flowers, leaves are dark maroon and shiny; A striking ornamental, 
good accent plant, borders, excellent in vinegar and as a garnish.

Thai Basil (Ocimum basilicum var. Thyrsiflora): White and deep lav-
ender flowers, bright green, smooth leaves; Has a very sweet fra-
grance, used in Thai cooking.

To give you examples of planting differing species of one 
type of plant, the following are several species of basil. 
Again, I highly recommend growing as many species as 
possible and planting them throughout your landscape.  
The first location can be in your kitchen garden.

Sweet Basil (Ocimum basilicum): White flowers, deep green leaves; 
Excellent in salads, vinegars, pesto.

African Blue Basil (hybrid of Ocimum kilimandscharicum x basili-
cum ‘Purpurascens’): Flowers are pink to deep blue-lavender; Green 
leaves; Edible in salads and drinks.

Camphor Basil (Ocimum kilimandscharicum): A very large plant, four 
feet wide and six feet high; White to light purple flowers, gray-
green leaves; It is camphor-scented, and the tea has been taken for 
stomach aches and colds; Not used in cooking.


