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Beyond Bok Choy, Part 1 

By Anne Moss, Bexar County Master Gardener 

 

On May 11, 2022, I was pleased to attend a presentation by Dr. Mengmeng Gu, Professor and Extension 

Ornamental Horticulturist at Texas AgriLife Extension.  Professor Gu introduced us to almost 40 Asian 

vegetables than can be successfully grown in Texas.  

Dr. Gu, who was born in China, explained that many of the most familiar Chinese vegetables derive their 

English names from Cantonese pronunciations, a result of the British colonization of Hong Kong where 

Cantonese was the predominant Chinese dialect.  When the vegetables were translated into English, they 

preserved the Cantonese pronunciations. For example, the name “bok choy” reflects the Cantonese 

pronunciation, whereas a Mandarin Chinese speaker in Beijing would call it “bai cai” (pronounced “bye-

tsye”).   

Similar to the vegetables that we regularly grow in Texas, Chinese vegetables are categorized as “cool 

weather” or “warm weather” crops, based on the optimal growing conditions for our climate. In this article, 

I will discuss “cool weather” vegetables, since planting these may be done in the fall.   

In a future article, I will present “warm weather” crops.  

 

Cool Weather Vegetables 

Many of the cool-weather vegetables are brassicas, a plant genus that includes cabbages, broccoli and 

mustard.  

Bok choy (sometimes called 

“Pak Choi”) is a brassica 

and a Chinese staple used 

throughout the country. 

Close relatives of bok choy 

include Long Napa cabbage, 

Chinese cabbage, Chinese 

mustard and spider mustard. 

Two examples of Japanese 

brassicas are Mizuna and 

Tatsoi (called the “lie down” 

version of bok choy because 

of its flat, spreading growth 

habit).  
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As you can see from the photo to the left, watermelon 

radishes are green and white on the outside, but bright 

red or pink on the inside like a watermelon. This unique 

and beautiful Asian vegetable is a member of the 

mustard family, which includes arugula, broccoli, and 

turnips. The round, white root is edible and the inside 

flesh is crisp and sweet, with a mild peppery taste. 

Watermelon radishes are easy to grow but may take 

longer to mature than other types of radishes (about 65 
days). Their peak growing season is in the late fall and 
spring.  

Photo Credit: istockphoto.com 

 

Asian cooking also uses the flower stalks of brassicas.  These vegetables, such as Garlic greens or 

flower stalks, are most often used in stir-fry recipes.  Although we may be more familiar with garlic bulbs 

in cooking, Asian cooking also uses certain varieties of garlic that are specifically grown for use as greens 

or flower stalks. 

For example, Garlic chives (Jiu Cai) have flat, dark green spear-like 

leaves and an intense garlicky flavor and aroma.  They are ideal for 

adding to a stir-fry with eggs or may be used to make dumplings with 

wonton wrappers.  

Even if you don’t start growing these vegetables yourself, Dr. Gu’s 

presentation encouraged participants to experiment with them in 

cooking or at least taste a few the next time you’re dining at an Asian 

restaurant.  

Although Dr. Gu admitted to not being much of a cook, she showed us 

many photos of dishes she had made –and that her children liked—

which looked delicious to all of us attending the presentation.  She 

explained that a simple stir-fry recipe only needs some cooking oil and 

a bit of chopped garlic, ginger, or soy sauce for flavoring. Ground pork 

or another protein may be added if desired.   
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For more information, see https://aggie-horticulture.tamu.edu/vegetable/guides/specialty-vegetables/  
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