
The human body is remarkably plastic; it comes in many
shapes, sizes and variations, and we can live by
consuming the majority of things that grow. Some of us

thrive on an all meat and fat diet, some are vegan, and most of
us subsist somewhere in between. Biochemist and food
specialist Harold Draper suggests ‘there are no essential foods—
only essential nutrients,’ and therein lies a challenge. 

Good nutritious food comes from healthy plants and
animals, where ‘health’ implies a number of variables such as
nutrition, physical activity, and mental well-being. 

Physical and cerebral fitness are not commensurable with
being a couch potato: fitness means being challenged. A workout
in the gym is not a comfortable experience; you challenge your
body to the point of pain, but it sure feels good when you stop.
So too with your intellect. Iterating the same commonplace
beliefs you learned in early grade school is easy and misleading—
we need to challenge ourselves with new skills and conundrums. 

Curiously, the same principle seems to apply to all living
things. Challenging a vegetable to a game of chess will surely
cause it to wilt, but a plum hardened by pruning, sequential cold,
rain, wind, sun and drought will taste magnificent. So our late-
modern penchant for easy living is as detrimental to the plants
and animals we consume as it is for us, the consumer.

Getting fit might be called educating our mind and body, and
clearly there is an optimum in everything. Stressing a plant to
the point of complete dehydration is not conducive to better
produce. But allowing a plant to wilt a little under a strong sun—
what a healthy, strong plant will do naturally—gives it better
taste. (The easiest way to check which it is, is to time how long a
wilted plant takes to recover after the sun has moved over. If it
perks up within an hour, it’s okay: if it is still wilting next
morning, it needs water.)

In the case of plants, the key to flavour lies in the
phytonutrients (sugars, amino acids and polyphenols) created
by plants to protect them from stresses such as sunburn or being
chewed by passing critters. In a sense, phytonutrients are part
of the plant’s ‘immune’ system. They are, in the words of one
new-generation farmer, ‘the building blocks of vigor.’ (Jack
Algiere, 2014) 

According to Dan Barber, chef and author of the New York
Times best seller, The Third Plate, ‘plants and animals need to

be really healthy and strong like a weed,’ in order to taste good.
In other words, to eat well we need to put the vigour back in our
diet; this implies all those things that can stress a plant or animal
such as sun and rain, wind and cold, fungi and bacteria. 

Barber goes on to say ‘plants need time to build
phytonutrients and it takes energy, so when you feed them
chemical nutrients, you by-pass this process.’ Lavishing plants
with insecticides, fungicides and chemical fertilizers usurp the
plant’s natural nutritional and defense systems which means
the plant will produce fewer phytonutrients. Barber goes to say
he has confirmed what we can all taste, that ‘organic fruit and
vegetables typically contain up to 50% more defense related
compounds than conventional produce.’ And that means more
flavour and better nutrition for us. Wild-caught fish, berries, and
herbs all taste better than garden varieties; now we know why.

Last year I wrote about Erich Stekovics, the mad Austrian
tomato grower who does not water his plants at all. Last summer
I experimented with a no-water technique and it worked—the
fruit did taste better and continued to produce until frost. This
year I have four rows of Stekovics-style tomatoes plus a row of
zucchini and pattypan squash. Planted out in late April, we are
now enjoying the first fruits with no watering at all. The plants
sat there wondering what happened for the first week or so, until
they sent roots down deep into the clay and began to grow an
inch a day in the blazing heat of May. In the interest of full
disclosure—yes, I still grow some tomatoes in my raised bed
greenhouse, and yes, they need watering, but not as much as in
previous years.

According to Stekovics, besides encouraging deeper root
systems that bring additional minerals, no-water planting also
implies cultivating micro-organisms such as fungi and a zillion
microbes and that means compost by the truckload. 

This idea is not new. British agriculturalist Sir Albert Howard
published the following observations in the prestigious British
Medical Journalon May 27, 1937: ‘The plant feeds in two ways:
(1) by means of the carbohydrates and proteins synthesized in
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Vigorous Vegetables - Brian Crumblehulme
Nature is not more complex than we think, but more
complex than we can think.

—Erich Stekovics, Austria, February 2015



the green leaf by the energy of sunlight... and (2) by the direct
digestion of fungus tissue in the cells of the roots. Artificial
manures only influence the work of the leaf, and therefore only
partially feed the plant... The results are everywhere the same.
A fertile soil leads to healthy crops, healthy animals, and last but
not least, to healthy human beings.’ 

Where have we been for the past three-quarters of a
century?0
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