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Purdue University Cooperative Extension Service  •  West Lafayette, IN

Chinese Vegetables

Michael N. Dana*

Foreign cuisines are of great interest to the Ameri-
can cook, but high quality, authentic fresh ingredi-
ents are sometimes difficult to find.  Authentic
Chinese cooking demands fresh vegetables which
may only be available to you if you grow them
yourself. Yet their use is not limited to Chinese
cuisine. Many can be used as substitutes in or tasty
additions to traditional American dishes.

The culture of most Chinese vegetables is not
complicated. Chinese types of beans, squash,
cucurbits (cucumber), and cole crops (broccoli,
cabbage) are closely related to their “Western”
counterparts and have similar cultural requirements
(Table 1).

Chinese Water Garden

The Chinese water garden is an exception to the
foregoing rule. Chinese lotus, water chestnuts, violet

stemmed taro, and arrowhead require a wet growing
environment, contrary to the conditions common-
place in American vegetable gardens. In the Orient,
these aquatic plants are grown in flooded rice
paddies.
You can simulate the conditions that these plants
require with a little innovation. A typical, approach is
to use a 25-gallon minimum capacity container for
water in which smaller plant containers are sub-
merged (except for lotus). The soil should be typical
garden soil, not a peat-containing potting mix. You
will also need to include some submerged oxygen-
ating plants (SOP) and goldfish. The latter will help
keep the water clear and insect free, and will be
attractive in the water garden. SOP provide extra
oxygen, which otherwise might be a limiting factor in
a water environment. Prop the smaller plant contain-
ers up on bricks or rocks so the soil line is the
proper depth below the water surface.  Table 2
gives detailed cultural information on each crop.

* This publication was originally co-authored by James Simon.
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Table 1. C
hinese V

egetables S
uitable for the C

onventional A
m

erican V
egetable G

arden.

E
nglish N

am
e/

D
istance

P
lanting D

ates
P

lanting D
ates

D
ays to

C
om

m
ents/U

se
   C

hinese N
am

e/
S

eed
B

etw
een P

lants/
S

outh
N

orth
M

aturity
Latin N

am
e

D
epth

B
etw

een R
ow

s
(S

pring range/
(S

pring range/
(inches)

(inches)
F

all range)
F

all range)

A
zuki B

ean
1/2-1

2-3/18-30
4-1/6-30

5-15/6-15
120

M
ay be eaten as sprouts, fresh picked or dried.

    H
ong dow

7-l/8-1
6-15/6-30

E
dible pods. B

eans have slightly sw
eet flavor.

V
igna angulans

U
sually prepared as paste for baking. H

ighly
nutritious (25%

 protein).

A
m

aranth
1/4

10-18/18
2-15/4-1

3-20/4-20
30-90

B
rilliantly colored leaves usually grow

n as an
   C

ien choy
8-20/10-10

9-1/10-1
ornam

ental. U
se as spinach, raw

 or cooked.
A

m
aranthus tricolor

A
lso called tam

pala.

A
sparagus P

ea
1/2

6/18
2-20/3-20

3-20/5-1
50

T
astes like asparagus. H

arvest pods w
hen 1 in.

   B
in dow

       --
8-1/9-15

long. U
se in stir fry and soups. W

hole plant,
P

sophocarpus tetragonolobus
including flow

ers, edible. A
lso called goa bean,

princess pea, w
inged bean.

B
itter M

elon
1

36-48/48-60
4-20/6-1

5-15/6-15
60-75

O
rnam

ental vine that produces bitter quinine
   K

oo gw
a

8-15/10-1
7-15/9-1

containing fruit that m
ust be parboiled to eat.

M
om

ordica charantia
U

se in stir fry and soups. A
lso called balsam

pear, la-kw
a, and bitter gourd. E

xtracts of plant
have been used for m

edicinal purposes.

B
roccoli, C

hinese
1/2

6/12
3-15/4-5

4-1/5-1
60-80

S
talks split and prepared as com

m
on broccoli. If

   G
ai lan

7-1/8-15
7-1/8-1

peeled and split, stem
s cook faster. A

lso called
B

rassica oleracea
C

hinese kale.
A

lboglabra G
roup

B
urdock

1/2-1
6/20

3-1/4-1
3-15/4-10

45
A

lthough roots generally eaten, the young leaves
    N

gan pong
8-1/9-1

7-1/7-20
and stem

s are edible. S
crub or scrape to prevent

A
rctium

 lappa
darkening and rem

ove bitterness. C
risp texture

rem
ains even in cooked dishes.

C
elery C

abbage, C
hinese

1/2-1
14-30/30-36

3-1/4-1
3-15/4-10

70-80
U

se as regular heading cabbage stir fried or pickled.
   P

ai tsai
8-1/9-1

7-1/7-20
F

orm
s tight upright head.

B
rassica rapa

P
ekinensis G

roup

C
hives, C

hinese, G
arlic

1/2
8/12-14

3-15/4-5
4-1/5-1

24-90
S

tronger flavor than ordinary chives. D
ecorative

   G
ow

 choy
      --

    --
plant and flow

ers. A
lso called oriental garlic.

A
llium

 tuberosum
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C

ucum
bers, C

hinese
1/2-3/4

36/48
4-20/6-1

5-15/6-15
60

S
m

all seeded fruit is original "burpless'' type. E
at

   T
seng gw

a
6-1/8-1

6-1/7-15
raw

, pickled or cooked. M
ature fruits are stuffed.

C
ucum

is sativus
Y

oung fruits w
ith flow

ers attached are eaten as
appetizers.

E
ggplant, C

hinese
1/2

18-24/30-36
5-1/6-1

5-15/6-10
60-75

S
m

all w
hite fruit on som

e varieties.  G
ood for

   A
i gw

a
6-1/7-1

6-1/7-1
pickling, sauteeing, or frying.

S
olanum

 m
elongena var. esculentum

F
ava B

eans
2 1/2

4-6/18-24
4-1/6-30

5-15/6-15
65-90

Y
oung pods edible, m

ay be shelled like peas or
   F

u dow
7-1/8-1

6-16/6-30
left to produce dry beans.

V
icia faba

F
low

ering C
abbage

1/2
8-10/t6

3-1/4-1
3-15/4-10

55-75
S

hred, boil, bake, stuff as regular cabbage.
   H

w
a choy

8-1/9-1
7-1/7-20

B
eautiful red, pink, and green com

binations of
B

rassica oleracea
leaves often grow

n as ornam
entals.

A
cephela G

roup

F
uzzy G

ourd
1

36/48
4-20/6-1

5-16/6-15
75-85

U
sed in w

ays sim
ilar to zucchini or squash. F

ruit
   Jiet gw

a
6-1/8-1

6-1/7-15
m

ust have fuzz and skin rem
oved before being

B
enincasa hispida

eaten. A
lso called C

hinese w
aterm

elon, C
hinese

preserving m
elon.

G
arland C

hrysanthem
um

1/4-1/2
6-12/18

2-20/3-20
3-20/5-1

25-60
Leaves and stem

s are used as greens for a
   T

ong how
 tsai

8-15/10-1
7-15/9-1

distinctive flavor, D
ried flow

er petals are used in
C

hrysanthem
um

 coronarium
soups and stir fried dishes.

G
iant G

arlic
2

12/12
2-20/3-20

3-15/4-15
180

M
ilder flavor than com

m
on garlic. M

ay be eaten
   S

uan
      --

      --
raw

 or blended into butter. S
hoots m

ay be used
A

llium
 sativum

like chives.

G
inger

3
16/24

5-1/6-1
5-15/6-10

90-130
R

hizom
e used in all types of dishes from

 m
eats

   G
iang

     --
      --

to confections. A
dded to stir-fry oil before

Zingiber officinale
vegetables, it im

parts a "w
arm

" flavor.

H
ot P

eppers
1/4

18-24/24-36
5-1/6-1

5-15/6-10
65-85

U
se w

ith discretion as a seasoning. V
ery hot fruit

   La chiao
6-1/7-20

6-1/7-10
is used raw

 or dried.
C

apsicum
 frutescens

M
ultiplier O

nions
1/2

10/18
3-1/4-1

3-10/4-10
55-120

U
se as scallions in stir fry or raw

 on relish tray.
   C

hang fa
    --

      --
M

ild onion flavor. H
ollow

 leaves m
ay reach 3 ft.

A
llium

 fistulosum

M
ung B

eans
1/2

6-8/24
4-1/6-30

5-15/6-15
90-120

M
ay be eaten as sprouts (Y

ah tsai) or in a later
   N

ga choy
7-1/8-1

6-15/6-30
stage such as edible green pods. B

eans w
ill be

V
igna radiata

sticky if boiled.
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M
ustard, C

hinese
1/4

4-10/12
3-15/5-15

4-1/6-1
35-50

U
se as salad green. C

om
m

only pickled, but m
ay

   G
ai choy

8-15/10-1
7-15/9-1

be stir-fried.
B

rasslca juncea

M
uslard C

abbage,
1/4

6/18
3-1/4-1

3-15/4-10
35-50

Leaves cooked as spinach, stalks used like
   C

hinese B
ok choy

8-1/9-15
7-15/8-15

asparagus. G
row

th habit sim
ilar to celery or

B
rassica rapa

chard.
C

hinensis G
roup

O
kra, C

hinese (Luffa)
1

36-48/48-60
4-20/6-1

5-15/6-15
115

P
repare im

m
ature fruit as squash or cucum

ber.
   S

huh gw
a

6-1/8-1
6-1/7-15

P
are off ridges, but leave other skin intact.

Luffa acutangula
M

ature fruit can be dried and used as sponges.
H

ighly prolific, vigorous vine.

P
arsley, C

hinese
1/4

4-6/18
3-10/4-10

4-1/5-1
60

S
eeds have citrus-spice flavor, A

dd leaves as a
   Y

jen tsai
8-1 /9-15

7-15/8-15
seasoning . P

lant is also called coriander. C
hopped

C
oriandrum

 sativum
leaves especially fine w

ith poached fish.

P
ickling M

elon
1/2

36-48/60-120
4-20/6-1

5-15/6-15
65

U
se in any standard pickling recipe. C

an also be
   C

hung choy
6-1/8-1

6-1/7-15
cooked or eaten raw

 as a vegetable.
C

ucum
is m

elo
C

onom
on G

roup

P
olherb M

uslard, C
hinese

1/4
12/18

3-15/5-15
4-1/6-1

30-60
Leafy foliage attractive in salads. R

ich in vitam
ins.

   M
izuna (Japanese nam

e)
8-15/10-1

7-15/9-1
B

rassica juncea var. crispifolia

P
um

pkins, C
hinese

1
18-36/60-90

4-20/6-1
5-1/5-30

130
U

sed in som
e w

ays as squash and pum
pkins in

   N
ang gw

a
6-1/8-1

6-1/7-15
soups, pies, baked or fried. C

an be stored all w
inter.

C
ucurbita pepo

R
adish, C

hinese
1

2-10/12-30
3-1/5-1

3-20/5-10
60-80

G
rate, steam

, stir fry, pickle, boil or sculpture
   Luo buo

3-15/10-15
8-1/10-1

fleshy root. Leafy tops edible also. Large and
R

aphanus sativus 'Longipinnatus'
very long root. A

lso called Japanese daikon.
M

any cultivars are available.

S
esam

e
1/2

9/36
4-20/6-1

5-15/6-15
30-45

S
eeds eaten raw

 or roasted. O
il from

 seed has
   C

hih m
a

7-1/7-15
6-15/7-20

nutty flavor and is the oil of stir-frying or deep frying.
S

esam
um

 indicum

S
now

 P
eas

2
2-3/18-30

2-20/3-20
3-20/5-1

50-85
U

se as soon as picked. C
om

bines w
ell w

ith fish
   H

o lan dow
      --

     --
dishes. A

dd to stir-fry only in last few
 seconds of cooking.

P
isum

 sativum
 var. m

acrocarpon

S
oybeans

1/2
2-3/24-30

5-1/6-30
5-15/6-15

75-115
M

ildly nutty flavor. M
ay be served as sprouts,

   H
uang dow

6-1/7-15
6-1/7-5

roasted or dried. H
arvest green or dry.

G
lycine m

ax
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S

w
eet M

elons
1

18-36/60-72
4-20/6-1

5-15/6-15
115-130

S
im

ilar to cantaloupe or honeydew
.

   C
hung G

w
a

7-1/7-15
6-15/7-20

C
ucum

is m
elo

W
inter M

elon
1

18-36/48-60
4-20/6-1

5-15/6-15
150

A
ll parts (young leaves, flow

er buds, both im
m

ature
   D

oong gw
a

6-1/8-1
6-l/7-15

and m
ature fruit) m

ay be used.
B

enincasa hispida

Y
ard-Long B

eans
1/2-1

48-60/24
4-20/6-30

5-10/6-30
60-90

12 to 16-inch beans can be used as com
m

on
   G

auk dow
7-1/8-15

7-l/8-1
green beans. G

row
 on trellis or teepee supports

V
igna unguiculata spp. sesquipedalis

to 8 ft. high.

Table 2. C
hinese W

ater G
arden V

egetables.

E
nglish N

am
e/

M
inim

um
D

epth
W

ater
W

hen to
W

hat to
W

hat/W
hen

C
om

m
ents/U

se
   C

hinese N
am

e/
P

ot
to P

lant
D

epth
P

lant
P

lant
to H

arvest
Latin N

am
e/

S
ize

in S
oil

O
ver S

oil
(inches)

(inches)
(inches)

A
rrow

head
7 diam

1
3-6

after danger
tuber

tuber/all year
T

ubers are not edible raw
. Like a slightly

   C
hee koo

5 deep
of frost

nutty sw
eet potato, eat roasted or

S
agittaria sagittifolia

boiled. A
lso called sw

am
p potato.

C
hinese Lotus

25 gal
2 (w

ith
10

after danger
rhizom

e
buds, flow

ers,
A

ll plant parts can be used, raw
   Lien ou

grow
ing

of frost
or by

seed pods/as
or cooked, as greens, in soups,

N
elum

bo nucifera
tip visible

seeds
soon as form

ed/
etc. T

he “roots” (sw
ollen stem

s
on soil

rhizom
es (or

w
hich grow

 in the m
ud) are m

ost
surface

root)
often used in fried, baked, or raw
form

. T
hey resem

ble huge sausage
links, reddish brow

n in color.

V
iolet S

tem
m

ed T
aro

7 diam
1

3-6
after danger

tuber
roots/end of

R
oot sim

ilar to potato w
ith rough skin.

   Y
u tou

5 deep
of frost

season after
skin. U

se like potato. A
lsocalled blue

X
anthosom

a violaceum
foliage dies

taro. C
an be confused w

ith T
aro

(C
olocasia esculenta) w

hich is also
used in C

hinese cuisine.

W
ater C

hestnuts
7 diam

1
3-5

after danger
tubers or

“nuts” (corm
s)/

“C
hestnuts” form

 in m
ud at base

   B
oh chi

5 deep
of frost

corm
s

after 6 m
onths

of stem
. W

alnut size or sm
aller.

E
leocharis dulcis

of grow
th

P
eel tough skin, eat raw

 orcooked.

F
or m

ore inform
ation on the subject discussed in this publication,

consult your local office of the P
urdue U

niversity C
ooperative E

xtension
S

ervice.

It is the policy of the P
urdue U

niversity C
ooperative E

xtension S
ervice, D

avid C
. P

etritz, D
irector, that all persons shall have equal opportunity and access to program

s and facilities
w

ithout regard to race, color, sex, religion, national origin, age, m
arital status, parental status, sexual orientation, or disability. P

urdue U
niversity is an A

ffirm
ative A

ction em
ployer.

T
his m

aterial m
ay be available in alternative form

ats.                          http://w
w

w
.agcom

.purdue.edu/A
gC

om
/P

ubs/m
enu.htm


