
lighten up 
with hadley Grass

 

Spring has just arrived here in New England. It has been a 
long wait, but in a few short weeks, our dormant gardens 
will be bursting with the first crops of the season. Just 

around Memorial Day, we can hope to see small buds of perfect 
asparagus tips piercing the ground. Asparagus grows beautfully 
here in New England. In fact, Hadley, Massachusetts has often 
been called the asparagus capital of the world (according to     
www.yankeemagazine.com, May/June 2007). Hence the plant’s 
local nickname, “Hadley Grass.”

Some cultures believe that consuming plant foods that reach 
up towards the sun can elevate our mood, lift our spirits and in 
general, improve our overall health and happiness. We feel lighter, 
healthier and more connected to our world. Ancient Egyptians 
considered asparagus to be an aphrodisiac (consider its shape)—
how’s that for a reason to up your intake?

Why grow spring asparagus? Aside from its aforementioned 
reputation as an aphrodisiac, the reasons are many. Since Hadley 
is world renowned for its asparagus crop, Massachusetts pride is 
a great reason to join in and attempt this in your own backyard. 
Though it takes a bit of planning and patience, the reward of a 
bountiful harvest is well worth the effort. 

However, the number one reason to grow asparagus is its flavor! 
Hands down, it is one of the tastiest green vegetables—earthy and 
nutty. Tender shoots are a treat, especially eaten raw straight from 
the garden. This is absolutely as local as your eating can be. What 
feels better than snapping off a stem while gardening and having a 
nutrient-dense, delectable snack? 

  And don’t forget that asparagus is a natural nutritional hero. It is 
one of the very best food sources of folic acid, which is known to 
lower the risk of heart disease, certain cancers, and neural tube 
defects such as spina bifida. It has only 4 calories per stalk on 
average and is loaded with vitamins, potassium and fiber. It con-
tains high levels of vitamin K, critical for healthy blood clotting 
and strong bones, and is an excellent diuretic and cleanser, aiding 
in protein processing and kidney flushing.  

As with all vegetables, peak freshness ensures perfect flavor. Look 
for tight stalks of a medium green color with purple highlights. To 
test for freshness, give the bunch a squeeze and listen for a squeak. 
If you hear one, they’re perfect. The size of the stalk is a personal 
preference and does not indicate tenderness (although some may 
argue this point). For best flavor, use within 2-3 days of purchas-
ing or picking. Asparagus is best stored in the vegetable crisper 
with the woody stems wrapped in a damp paper towel.

Finally, any discussion of asparagus would be incomplete without 
mentioning the end result of consuming asparagus. As it is a di-
uretic, a trip to the restroom will cause you to notice a distinctive 
odor. This is, fortunately, the only hazard of enjoying it!  And bear 
in mind, the smell is not a sign that anything is wrong. Research 
suggests* that this odor stems from a variety of sulfur-containing 
compounds in the asparagus. It seems that a fairly high percentage 
of the population experiences this “side effect,” but interestingly, 
not everyone.

When Memorial Day rolls around, make a point of enjoying 
fresh, local asparagus. Given its health benefits, ease of preparation 
and great taste, if a sense of urgency to get your spring fix comes 
upon you, go ahead and enjoy! 

Thanks to Frank Albani of Soule Farm, Middleboro,                    
a helpful source of information for this piece.

* http://www.whfoods.com/genpage.php?tname=foodspice&dbid=12
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Growing asparagus
 

Asparagus in New England is an absolute favorite, a must-
have in any serious gardener’s plot. However, it requires 
some hard work, tender care, and a great deal of patience. 

It is a perennial crop and needs a head start of about 2-3 years 
before one can fully harvest it for use in the kitchen. Aspara-
gus can be grown from seed, but it makes more sense to plant 
“crowns” (root systems from year-old plants). When you begin  
your asparagus crop with crowns, you’ll spend less time waiting 
for the crop to mature enough for a generous harvest. 

To plant, you’ll need to dig a small trench, drape the crowns’ roots 
over a mound of soil within the trench, add generous amounts 
of manure and compost, and cover with approximately 6 inches 
of soil. Sprinkling with corn gluten* twice a year acts as a weed 
deterrent as well as a wonderful source of nitrogen. Be certain to 
purchase only 100% pure corn gluten and be generous—about 
1/8 of an inch in depth over the bed works well. In the first year, 
allow all the spears to grow into large ferns.

During subsequent seasons, once the tips break the soil, growth 
is rapid. The plants must be monitored carefully as the stalks can 
quickly become tall and woody. Allow spears that are thinner 
than the diameter of a pencil to grow into large ferns. Allowing 
these delicate spears to fern out is critical to the development of a 
strong root system. It is very important that they be cut down at 
the end of the fall season, when they are fully dry.  

By the third year of growth your asparagus will be ready for a 
full harvest. Keep in mind that the spears must be cut at soil 
level (with garden clippers or a knife)—never pulled. Harvesting 
should stop when the warm weather arrives and the spears start to 
look spindly. 

Year after year, the crop will become stronger, more abundant and 
plentiful. You’ll find it to be well worth the wait.

*Learn more about corn gluten at www.goorganicgardening.com

Roasted Asparagus:

Preheat oven to 425 degrees.

Spread the stalks in a single layer on a cooking stone or bak-
ing sheet. Using a basting brush, coat asparagus with extra 
virgin olive oil.

Roast for 3 minutes, turn with tongs, and roast 3 minutes 
more.

Sprinkle with a pinch of sea salt and enjoy.

Roasted asparagus can be enjoyed cold as well.

Lemon Mustard Dressing:

     • ¼ cup spring water

     • 1 finely chopped shallot

     • 1 teaspoon of extra virgin olive oil

     • 1 sprig finely chopped fresh dill

     • ½ teaspoon of fresh lemon juice

     • ¼ teaspoon Dijon mustard

     • Sea salt

     • Freshly ground black pepper

Whisk first 6 ingredients together, drizzle over asparagus      
and sprinkle lightly with sea salt and fresh pepper. 

Recipe courtesy of Robert Surles – 
otherwise known as “Chef Bobo.”

Steamed Asparagus:

Clean spears thoroughly with cold water.

Snap off the woody ends where they naturally break or peel 
with vegetable peeler.

Use kitchen string to bundle spears together (about 10 in a 
bundle).

Arrange bundles upright in a tall, lidded pot. This allows the 
tougher bottoms to cook more than the delicate tips. 

Add 2-3 inches of water.

Add a crushed garlic clove, piece of onion or a lemon slice to 
the water if desired.

Bring to a boil, covered, and steam for 2-6 minutes, or until 
stalks turn to a bright green.
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