


DIOSCOREA -- THE TRUE YAM

OST OF US are referring to sweet potatoes when we talk about yams. I have heard just about
Meverything, from kiln dried to cured underground, for the reason why some sweet potatoes are called

yams, but I still do not know what makes a sweet potato a yam. Fortunately, the difference between
the true yam and the sweet potato called a yam is an easy one. The true yam is Dioscorea (Dioscoreaceae)
and the sweet potato is Ipomea (Convolvulaceae).

I do not believe they ook or taste alike, I do not understand the confusion. I have a feeling it is from
the use of common names being passed on (and changed) until we no longer have the slightest ideal of what
was originally meant. Perhaps those originally involved were also a little lax with names. Add a few hundred
years and we have confusion. The botanical nomenclature of the true yam is also a little confused. To avoid
adding to that confusion, I have used Hortus III for the species names whenever possible.

While there are many types of edible yams, only about four or five are commonly seen in the markets
here in the New York City area: the white yam (Dioscorea alata), the yellow yam (D. x cayenensis), the
negro yam (D, x cayenensis) (This is confusing), the yampi (D. trifida) and the sweet yam*..The white and
yellow yams are seen here throughout the year, but the others are not always available. I have also noticed
that the sweet yam 1s more likely to be found in Jamaican neighborhoods.

The white yam (Name- pronounced en-yah-may) is a grayish to brownish** tuber ranging in size from
a large potato to a larger than a tootball. Sometimes you will see them as cut pieces - avoid.. Often you wili
find the name of the country associated with the white yam (Columbian Name and Brazilian Name). I am told
there are slight differences with these, but I don't believe these differences should concern us.

The yellow yam (fiame) and the negro yam, according to
Hortus IT1, are the same plant. They are similar in appearance and

habit of growth.. A hybrid origin may account for any differences.
They have a brown skin and yellowish flesh. They are usually cut
into pieces, 6-8 inches long and 3 inches in diameter with one end
cut and the other a rounded lobe, but they may be larger, branched,
and cut at both ends. They both produce a wiry stem with thorns
and heart shaped leaves. They resemble the greenbrier (Smilax spp.)
of our woods.

The yampi
(pronounced yam-pee) 1s
a small grayish black or
brownish complete tuber that 1s smaller at one “end. The vine has a
winged stem and a five lobed leaf I have just found one that is
small, roundish, brownish, complete, and with root stubble. I'm not
sure if this is the regular yampi or a hybnd.

These yams are fairly easy to grow in the garden. Start
checking the markets from March to late May for your tubers. The
price here usually runs from about $.79 - 1.50 per pound, with the
white and yellow the least expensive. When selecting a white yam
tuber, there is no need for a large tuber. Sometimes you will see ten
pound tubers, but it Is not necessary to buy anything near that size. I always look for the smallest I can find.
The cut tubers should be firm and clean . Reject those that have mold, scrapes, or just don't look or feel right.
Occastonally you may find a white yam or yampi sprouting in the market. If you buy one of these, before you
give it to the clerk, make sure he understands that you plan to grow it. They are prone to cutting off sprouts
without asking.

Fill a half gallon container with a standard potting mix and place the tuber in the pot with the round




end down. It may not matter, but I leave the cut end above the mix to discourage rot. The whole tuber goes
into the same type of container and mix or a plastic bag of moist sphagnum.. Keep them damp and warm until
they sprout. Depending on the time of year, they can take 2 weeks or 2 months to germinate. Once sprouted
move them into the light and then outside after the soil warms up. In the garden they like full sun, good soil,
and water. (DSP grows them in a very shady, NYC garden to cover an ugly fence.) Just remember these are
vigorous, climbing vines - give them something to climb on and plenty of room. Also, keep them away from

trees and shrubs that could be smothered. Of course, you can always prune heavily.

* Color of the tubers can be variable, so don't take the color as an absolute, though the skin of the

yellow yam is usually a definite brown.

** Waverly Root lists a sweet-tasting yam from Jamaica as Discorea triloba, but his description does
not exactly fit the tubers that are in the markets here.

Bob Jurgens

ED: These are terrific plants. We once thought we would beautify NYC by planting these against every ugly
chain link fence we found. Never summoned the courage. Gail Egol grew one on her terrace on the 19th
Sloor. It grew in the window, through the air conditioning unit of her neighbors on the 21st floor.

BOOK REVIEW

Wild Food Roger Phillips, Little Brown, Boston
1986. pp 196, $ 19.95

.and wild Asparagus are poking up. This

volume describing various wild foods available
on the American continent and how
to cook them, drew our enthusiastic
attention. Although it is a slim
volume it covers numerous edible
plants, some that were not on our
list. The book covers syrups, leaves
and shoots, flowers and herbs,
seaweeds, mushrooms and much
more. [t even includes a section on
dangerous edible plants such as
pokeweed (Phytolacca americana)
that is edible only when its newly
emerging shoots appear and
poisonous when mature. There are
extensive recipes for mushrooms but
little information on identifying them.
We would feel comfortable
identifying morels, Hen of the Woods and Puff balls
but not most of the others.

We were interested in Sweet Gale Mead,
fermented from the leaves of Myrica gale. We also
lusted after a cottage cheese salad dotted with
chicory flowers that can only be eaten at lunch
because the flowers won't last until evening. As we

SPRING IS FINALLY here, the Fiddleheads

spend a great deal of time by the sea we were
interested in the numerous recipes tor seaweed. The
author correctly points out that seaweed is a much
neglected source of nourishment. Samphire or Glass-
wort, (Salicornia europaea) gets its name from its
former use in making glass. It is abundantly present
on salt flats and turns a handsome red in fall. It can
be eaten raw, pickled or boiled and is a popular
delicacy in Europe. We have seen this oflered at our
greengrocer, Balduccis.

Rosa rugosa and other
roses abound near the water and
rose hips are said to have 20 times
the vitamin C of oranges. We plan
to have rose hip soup and syrup
once the hips appear about mid
summer. Similarly we plan to
make Sumac lemonade if we can
find Rhus coppolina fruits... (Dr.
J.  has forgotten, | made
lemonade from R. typhina - the
family said it tasted fuzzy.)

" The book is illustrated
with lovely color photographs
that lure us to the out-of-doors
and into the woods and beaches
around us. We have focused on the unfamiliar in this
review but more traditional foods such as blue
berries, raspberries and nuts are also treated, each
with one or two recipes. The book is lots of fun to
just read. We recommend it.

John Hart, M.D.



Homeopathy and the Plant World

Allium cepa - Homeopathic Essence for
Colds and Allergies

OMEOPATHIC MEDICINES or remedies, as they are

known in the trade, have become the latest over-the-

counter rage in treating nuisance illnesses like colds
and flu. Yet, this approach to healing has been used
extensively in Europe for over two hundred years. In England,
there is a hospital devoted to the practice of homeopathic
diagnosis and treatment of illnesses large and small, in nearly
every major city. Even the Queen swears by homeopathy, and
it 1s covered under the National Health Insurance.

I was "initiated" in England some thirteen years ago
when a persistent stomach problem drove me to howling in =
the night. My sympathetic hostess phoned the doctor immediately explammg, "I hope you don't mind but he's
a homeopath." At that moment she could have said psychopath for all I cared. I had no idea what a
homeopath was. The homeopathic M D. arrived shortly thereafter, nurse in tow and black bag in hand. There
was nothing unusual about the examination. He prescribed a tincture I had never heard of and suggested that
I could be further helped by coming into his office for a more thorough evaluation. The nurse prepared the
tincture on the spot and stayed until the wee hours - a miracle of a properly funded National Health Service,
not homeopathy. Several hours later [ was feeling much better and the nurse left. The next day I filled my
prescription at the pharmacist - $2.50 American lighter, I found myself with a bag of chamomile heads, a
recipe for tea and a bottle of tincture. The chronic indigestion that I suffered from, all but disappeared, except
when I ate or drank stupidly.

How does homeopathy work? The inventing M.D. deduced that infinitesimal doses of substances that
cause specific symptoms may, when diluted, effect an immune response on the part of the patient resulting
in a recovery from illness. This is reminiscent of the vaccine theory - a small dose of the offending disease
is injected into the patient - the patient mounts a defense mechanism to the offending agent as if he had the
disease and thereby develops an immunity to the disease. Homeopathy is of course much more complicated
than the simplistic, and possibly even misleading explanation I offer here. In homeopathic diagnosis, the
patient's mood, time of day, symptoms better or worse when warm or cold, indoors or outdoors, on the left
or right side of the body - all affect the choice of remedy. The "materia medica" usually includes these
descriptions in considerable detail.

[ developed the skill for using and choosing homeopathic medicine by working with my M.D. who
is a certified practitioner of homeopathy. He suggested owning a copy of Everybody's Guide to Homeopathic
Medicines by Stephen Cummings, F.N.P. After one has developed a little skill and more easily connects
illness with appropriate remedies, he recommended The Family Guide to Homeopathy by Allain Harvilleur,
M.D.

Homeopathy is generally viewed as safe because the doses are so infinitesimal. Consumer Reports
recently wrote an overview of homeopathy damning it to nothing more than placebo effect. But I've seen it
work on my cat and I know she doesn't have the psychological wherewithal to enjoy placebo reaction. I also
have a 9 year old child who, thanks to homeopathy, has never needed an antibiotic or even a Tylenol. Bella-
donna and camomillia are excellent non-addictive pain killers. Nevertheless, check with your physician before
delving into homeopathy.

It is spring and the pollen is wafting through the air. Allium cepa is a great choice for this time of year
for it is the perfect remedy for that annoying, non-stop miserable tearing of the eyes one gets with a cold or
hayfever. A burning nasal discharge and tearing, that is worse in warm rooms and in the evening, indicate that




allium cepa is probably the remedy you need. Also characteristic of allium cepa symptoms can be much
sneezing, painful vocal chords, tickling in the ears and improvement when in the open air. No specific
emotional elements are noted as with some other remedies. (for instance, patients who need Aconitum
napellus for a cold often are very alert yet fear the dark. Belladonna subjects are likely to be agitated,
delirious and very sensitive to noise and light - they also often have hot red cheeks. But that is another
article!)

The real raw onion, of course, causes extreme tearing of the eyes. According to the laws of
homeopathy, a substance that causes symptoms similar to that of the disease, can in small amounts inspire
the body to mount a defense against that problem. Voila! The dreaded, lowly burning onion cures your hay
fever.

Homeopathic medicines are packaged in low dosages, over the counter, in tablet form. '9¢'is a good
dosage to start with. The tablets have a slightly sweet flavor because they are encased in lactose. With as pure
a mouth as possible (this means no eating, drinking or toothbrushing just before or after taking your remedy)
place 3 tablets under your tongue and let them dissolve. During homeopathic treatment avoid coffee, mint
and camphor as they can act as an antidote to the remedy. There are also combination remedies in very low
dosages manufactured by reputable homeopathic laboratories such as Boiron and Boericke. These include
treatments for insomnia, hay fever, flu, motion sickness, and a host of other embarrassing conditions. People
with chronic or severe conditions should not expect miracles from these O.T.C. products. For a balanced
approach to your health care I recommend your homeopath also hold an M.D. A doctor can prescribe more
potent and specific treatments known as constitutional remedies and also combine your treatment with
traditional medicine if necessary.

By the way, not all homeopathic remedies are plant essences. Many are from minerals. If more articles
on the subject are of interest, please write: Amellia Insensis c/o The Rare Pit & Plant Council, 251 W. 11th
St. NYC 10014.

Dr. John is in a funk, slicing onions in the kitchen.

. 2 highly personal) anecdotes. Her gardening guru is
Who is Mrs Greenthumbs? Gertrude Jekyll, an Edwardian British lady under 5

feet tall and over 175 Ibs who had a 120 x 20-foot
color-graduated perennial border.

This book makes most sense if
you have already seen or heard
Mrs Greenthumbs in perfor-
mance. The best-known of her
routines i1s "The Magnificent 7
Rap," a prescription for a per-
ennial garden that will bloom
from May to November, and her
prose carries through her very
individual and funny style.

A "must" for every gardener?
No. An enjoyable read when it's
too wet or cold for real

Mrs Greenthumbs, Cassandra Danz, Crown Pub-
lishers, NY 1993. ISBN 0-517-88010-5. $12.00.

The subtitle of this book, "How I Turned
a Boring Yard into a Glorious Garden
and How You Can, Too," is misleading;
this is not really a "how to" book, it's an
entertainment, and Mrs Greenthumbs is
a very entertaining lady. She gives one-
woman shows on a garden theme* and
has a radio show in her home town of
Hudson, NY (AM 1230 after the 9am
news on Saturday mornings). Her per-
formance 1s reminiscent of the car guys
on Public Radio, offering good, if idio- -

. . . .. gardening? Sure.
syncratic advice and real information in

a package of jokes and quirky insights. Chljls Car.rdus
Mrs Greenthumbs, the book, is * Mrs Greenthumbs just finished
structured as a month-by month sequence of @ rum at the Ridiculous Theater in Greenwich

Village but she'll be back - watch the listings.

suggestions, horticultural advice and personal (often



THE STINKING ROSE

Garlic - Allium sativa - "Garlic by any other name, would reek the same"

VERY HOLIDAY SEASON has a "gift of the year" that we consumers buy like lemmings. One year
it was "pet rocks" , this year's gift is the "garlic baker". It is a small terra-cotta jar with lots of holes for
air and a top. By now most people have relegated it to the

back of a closet. Don't - baked garlic is neat stuff!

To Bake Garlic

Keep the head whole, but cut off the top so the tops of the
individual cloves are exposed. Drizzle the tops with oil and place in
the little baking pot. We baked ours in a microwave at full strength
for 8 minutes. Our microwave is a first edition, newer models wiil
take less time.

Let the garlic cool down enough to handle. Separate the
cloves, gently squeeze the outside skin, and the garlic clove pops
out. It wiil become soft but compressible. The garlic has a pleasant
nutty tlavor and is so mild it can be spread on a cracker and used as
an hors d'oeuvre.

A classic French recipe calls for baking 40 cloves of garlic ,
(not heads). These are roasted with a chicken and then pureed and incorporated into a sauce. The flavors and
aromas are divine.

Our favorite recipe is:

Three Onion Soup with Garlic

2 heads baked garlic 1 cup marsala

5-8 chopped garlic cloves 1 qt + beef bouillon

1 white onion 1-3 tbl tomato paste

1 red onion 1 tsp each sage, rosemary, &
1 yellow onion thyme.

Cut the onions into wedges. Brown the raw garlic and add the onion wedges and cook until wilted
(5-10 mins.) Add the marsala and herbs. Cook until the liquid has evaporated.

Lightly mash the roasted garlic cloves. Add the bouillon, garlic, and tomato paste and let it cook
for 30 mins.

To Gild the Rose
Serve with the following gorgonzola croutons - 1 loaf of French bread cut into 2 inch rounds. Brush
both sides with olive oil that has been laced with hot pepper and crushed fresh garlic. Broil. Just
before serving, coat with a thick layer of gorgonzola cheese and place under the broiler to melt the
cheese. Wow!

Aztec "Pit" Rediscovered 4/23)_. Qrowing above 6500, the fruit, Lycianthes
maziniana appears to be the lost nonochton of

A botanist working for the US Department of  Agztec herbals, said to be good for pain in the heart.
Agriculture has found a green-skinned fruit, the The Mexican name is "tlanochtle,” described as

§ize of a small tomato being sold in Tlaxcala City  "sweet with an acid tang," and avidly collected by
in the mountains of Central Mexico (New Scientist,  peasant families.



Dear Fits:

Ms. Amellia Insensis neglected the anecdote regarding the introduction of Camellia japonica
into England. Evidently, when the English opened trade with China and were introduced to tea as a
beverage, the English enjoyed the tea so much that they sought to obtain plants from the Chinese. The
Chinese, not wishing to offend but still prepared to protect their new source of trade gave the English

Camellia japonica instead of C. sinensis. Evidently, it was several years before the English learned of
the "mistake". However, it brought a new ornamental into the trade and so was not a total loss.

Here in Redwood City (about 30 miles south of San Francisco), | grow Camellia sinensis
outdoors where it flowers profusely. It produces
seeds in pods similar to C, japonica which sprout
quite easily. If it cooperates this year, 'l send you
some next fall.

Yours truly

Ed Holm
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