o History of Radicchio

Selective breeding turned a scrappy
wild plant into a produce-case knockout.
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Spring has clearly arrived at Azienda Agricola Ferro Aris-
tide, a large vegetable farm outside the city of Chiogziz
in Italy's Veneto region. Blooming poppies and salvia line
the roadsides. The temperature is mild, but low clouds hang
over fields covered in rows of thick black plastic, beneath
which white asparagus spears thrust their ghostly bodies
upwards through the sandy soil like fingers of the undead.

Still, inside one of the farm's buildings, four workers are
busy processing thousands of football-shaped heads of
radicchio di Treviso, one of Veneto's iconic winter crops.

“These were harvested in December,” says proprietor
Igor Ferro, a compact, energetic man in his 40s with shiny
brown hair shorn short on the sides and styled almost
vertically on top.

December was almost six months ago, but the packed
flats of Treviso shine with dewy freshness, their ivory
white midribs and delicate veins gleaming against deep
burgundy leaves.

We don't generally think of leafy vegetables as storage
crops. Potatoes and onions can hang around for months,
but those are roots—firm, sturdy, literally evolved to store
energy—not this delicate structure of leaves and stem.
But radicchio di Treviso has been bred for, among other
things, this ability to be stored for a very long time. It has
been selected, not by deity or chance, but by the cumulative
decision-making of thousands of farmers.

Individually, most selection events are unremarkable.
A farmer pauses briefly while considering which plants
to allow to produce seed, eventually choosing one with
a leaf shape that speaks to them, one with a particularly
attractive color. Or a field floods and most plants die,
leaving only a few hardy survivors to pass their genes to
the next generation.

The result of these millions of moments of selection—some
coordinated, some idiosyncratic, some entirely random—
has been this: A crunchy, bitter, ovoid vegetable so closely
linked to this specific Italian region that it is protected by
the same laws governing Champagne and Stilton.

Ferro opens the door to a walk-in cooler in another part
of the building. A wall of chill air heavy with the smell
of vegetative life and death emerges. Inside, tall stacks
of storage containers are filled with radicchio rosso di
Chioggia, the firm, round, deep red radicchio Americans are
most familiar with, and radicchio di Castelfranco, a conical
pale green radicchio speckled with bright pink flecks. Each
one is shrouded in decaying leaves and remains attac

hed to a grubby-looking section of root. They don't look
appetizing. They don't even look particularly edible.

But as Igor peels back the desiccated outer layer of a
radicchio di Castelfranco, he reveals pristine leaves of
brilliant chartreuse. The interior of the head is crunchy and
mild, with a slight bitterness and a satisfyingly silky texture
entirely different from the watery crispness of lettuce.
These Castelfranco will be cleaned, trimmed, soaked in
tepid water, carefully “fluffed” open by hand to create a
more open head and shipped to markets in Italy, Germany,
Holland and England, where they will be marketed as i fiori
che si mangia, the flowers you eat. It's a surprisingly chic
destiny for a plant that, in many parts of the world, grows
happily along the side of the road.

* %k

Every variety of radicchio, from the pink rose-shaped
Rosa di Gorizia to the sculptural oxblood tangle of Treviso
tardivo, is a member of the same species: Cichorium intybus,
or common chicory. A scrappy, weedy, blue-flowered
plant native to the Mediterranean, common chicory is
now naturalized and ubiquitous on most of the world's
continents. People all around the Mediterranean have been
eating it for thousands of years. Core samples of soil from
Bronze Age village sites in Veneto have revealed traces
of pollen granules from the Cichorium genus. References
to the plant's culinary properties are found in texts from
ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome. Horace and Pliny both
not only ate it, but wrote about it, attributing health-giving,
digestion-enhancing properties to its bitter flavor.

It's not entirely clear when domestic radicchio branched
off from wild Cichorium intybus, but the process appears
to have been well underway during the Renaissance, and
its epicenter was the area around Venice. References to
“radicchio” can be found in texts from the 16th century,
including a 1537 letter from author Pietro Aretino, a Tuscan
writer who lived in Venice and was known for his satirical
works and pornographic sonnets, instructing the recipient
to plant “radicchio selvatico” (wild radicchio) with a little bit
of nepitella (an Italian herb) for salads superior to plain old
lettuce.

At some point along the way, the practice of forcing-
digging plants out of the field, partially trimming the root,
and allowing them to grow again in a dark, damp place,
like a livestock stall or cellar-became widespread. Italians
call this “imbianchiamento,” and it produces uniquely mild,
sweet new growth with a pale color and crunchy texture.

Whatever Pietro Aretino was eating in the 1500s probably
didn't look much like what Italians can buy at markets
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today. Despite the vegetable’s aura of tradition, many of
the varieties available now are actually fairly new. Radicchio
rosso di Chioggia, for instance, dates back only to around
1950, according to the consortium that promotes it.

Growers began selecting seed from variegated populations
with lots of red on their leaves, and eventually produced
a plant that produced a round head with primarily red
leaves. An agricultural show in Castelfranco in 1914 was
likely the official debut of the delicately speckled radicchio
di Castelfranco, according to Andrea Giubilato, farmer and
co-owner of Azienda Agricola Madre Terra near Caltana
and a mentor to many young Italian farmers, although he
says that mentions of “radicchio variegata,” or variegated
radicchio, date back to 1900. Was radicchio variegata the
same as radicchio di Castelfranco? Maybe.

By developing multiple named varieties of radicchio, many
with a flamboyant appearance, growers began to tap into
the same truth that powered the Beanie Baby craze or
the enduring popularity of purebred dogs: Having several
versions of something can make people more interested
in it.

“The idea that different varieties could have an economic
benefit? This economic impulse spurred diversification,”
Giubilato says.

By selecting for new, ever more striking forms, growers
could stand out in an increasingly sophisticated market.
And radicchio, it turns out, is a willing partner when it
comes to breeding for flourish.

Wild Cichorium intybus harbors an immense amount of
genetic diversity, with many subtly different sorts that
cross readily with one another to produce offspring with
novel shapes, colors, forms and habits.

“There is a lot of diversity among plants, even in the named
radicchio, so selection is always happening,” Giubilato
says. “That diversity is inherent in the plant, and it emerges
thanks to the ingenuity and creativity of farmers who save
seed.”

Andrea Ghedina, co-owner of a seed company called
Smarties.BIO that specializes in Italian leafy greens like
radicchio, leaf broccoli, cabbage and other chicories, says
one of his university professors said radicchio had so much
inherent variability in its genetics that “if growers wanted
to do it square and blue, they could.”

* * %k

Until the named varieties became prominent, virtually all
growers in Veneto saved their own radicchio seed, which
meant that each year was a chance to fine-tune their
selections. Genetics were a source of fierce pride. Giubilato
recounts a regional legend of a house fire on one farm.

Rushing into the burning building, the owner emerged
with their most prized possession in their hands: radicchio
seeds. Another farmer traced the origin of their seeds back
to an ancestor who fought in the Napoleonic Wars and
returned home carrying a pocketful of seeds from a plant
that had struck them as particularly beautiful. And, like
precious family relics, their seeds were prized.

“Every radicchio grower saved and guarded their seeds
jealously,” Giubilato says. “And diversity blossomed.” Each
town, sometimes each farm, would have radicchio with a
distinctive look.

But during the middle of the 20th century, Italy experienced
a period of rapid social, economic and technological
change often referred to as “the Italian economic miracle,”
and Veneto was no exception.

After World War I, in the space of a generation, lItaly
transformed from an agrarian nation where most people’s
lives ranged from humble to deeply impoverished, to a
highly developed and wealthy global power. Like a radicchio
emerging from cold storage, ruined components were
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stripped away, one by one, to reveal something startlingly
new and shiny.

“In 40 years, you went from the basket, to the donkey, to
the horse, to the Ape [a small three-wheeled vehicle widely
used on Italian farms], to the truck, to a plane,” Giubilato
says. And with the plane, of course, came millions of
tourists.

As Italy metamorphosed from a society in ruins to a
society known for aspirational luxury, everything Italian,
even something as seemingly unsuited for international
consumption as a bitter leaf, experienced a kind of
borrowed la bella vita glow.

Radicchio di Chioggia, in particular, went bigtime. It
made heavy heads, which was good news for growers
who charged by the pound, and its deep red color was
becoming fashionable in salads. To get the uniform results
demanded by distributors and markets, many growers
began to purchase seed from companies that guaranteed
compliance with distributor and market demands rather
than save it themselves.

By the 1980s, demand had boomed to the point that many
growers had ceased cultivating other traditional crops
in the region like onions, celery, potatoes and carrots in
order to grow as much radicchio di Chioggia as possible.
Warm sandy soil, hoop houses, plastic row covers and
new hybrids that tolerate hot weather made it possible to
grow radicchio, traditionally a winter crop, almost year-
round. The crop became disconnected from seasonality;
high yields, continuous abundance and homogenization
reigned supreme.

“Plants are big and beautiful, but they have lost some of
their taste, and are more susceptible to disease,” Giubilato
says, a condition he calls “il postmodernita” of radicchio.
Another characteristic of this agricultural postmodernism
is a structured landscape of consortia dedicated to defining
and promoting the various Indicazione Geografica Protetta
(IGP), or geographically protected, varieties of radicchio.

Radicchio di Chioggia, for instance, received IGP status
in 2008, which means only radicchio that is grown in a
defined area in and around Chioggia and that adheres to
the guidelines governing its appearance and cultivation can
legally be marketed as radicchio di Chioggia. The following
year, a consortium of 10 producers and five distributors
was formed to “protect and promote IGP radicchio di
Chioggia.”

Similar groups were created for other types of radicchio.
The consortia have been successful in standardizing and

protecting regionally designated varieties of radicchio, but
they have also had something of a calcifying effect on crop
development, and the farm-to-farm diversity once found in
this part of Italy may have suffered as a result.

Some farms still save their own radicchio seed. At Azienda
Agricola Ferro Aristide, they save their own seed for
radicchio di Castelfranco, making individual selections
for every single week of succession planting throughout
the fall and winter. Giubilato makes selections each year
from his radicchio di Verona, saving only from plants that
exhibit disease and cold resistance, color, tender veins
and resistance to bolting. This kind of selection is a truly
interactive process that results in a crop that fits its site
and caretakers like a tailored three-piece suit.

* %k %

ltaly is no longer the only place that grows radicchio.
California has had a radicchio industry since the 1980s,
boosted in part by American’s increasing firsthand
experience with Italy as a tourist destination. It mostly
produces the ball-shaped radicchio associated with
Chioggia, but more and more small-scale vegetable
farmers in the United States and other parts of Europe
are interested in the many other varieties of radicchio,
especially because they make it possible to grow salad
greens in the winter in the Northern Hemisphere.

Browse an American farmers market in December, and the
odds are now fairly good you'll find at least a smattering of
speckled leaves, burgundy ovals and the occasional pale
pink ruffle set against a sea of sturdy cabbage and kale.
Many are grown from imported seed, but a few intrepid
growers outside of Italy are embarking on their own
breeding projects, growing plants that don’t look quite like
any named Italian varieties at all.
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Radicchio is harvested from the fields.in Salinas.
The Trevisewarigty of Radicchio is opened. to'seveal
it's long slender leaves. Photo By Michael Mdcor/
The San Francisco Chronicle/Getty Images)
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Radicchio’s toughness means
it is likely to be humans’
companion for the long haul,
even as the world warms.

If modern varieties of vegetables like corn or broccoli
are like French bulldogs—originally descended from
something wild, but so distorted from their original form
that they cannot survive on their own—then radicchio is
more like a housecat. Domestic, but just one generation
away from a successful reversion to wildness. Wander the
lawns and pastures of Veneto and you will see wild, or
perhaps feral, radicchio everywhere.

Fittingly, they are heterogeneous in appearance. Some
have cup-shaped red leaves held low to the ground, like a
rose without a stem. Others have long bundles of serrated
green straps, almost like a dandelion. It is impossible to
know whether any given plant is one generation away
from domesticity, or a hundred.

Radicchio’s toughness means it is likely to be humans'’
companion for the long haul, even as the world warms.
Veneto and the entire Po River basin is experiencing a
severe drought, with river levels at the lowest they've been
in 70 years. In June of 2022, Rome tied its all-time highest
temperature of 105° Fahrenheit.

“Radicchio is so adaptable that it will live,” Giubilato
says, although he adds with a grimace that too much
heat will affect the taste—a bitter food for a bitter time.
Still, perhaps future growers will find ways to select for
sweetness even in extreme heat, just as they have selected
for health, uniformity or to satisfy an artistic urge.

Through selective breeding, we impose our values on
domestic plants. Crops like radicchio have evolved, and
continue to evolve, in response to human desires: A
redder leaf, a more uniform shape, adherence to market
standards, the ability to silently grow a crisp, tender heart
while buried in a dark, manure-filled corner of a barn
through the cold months of winter.

Like all human desires, achieving them doesn’t often
bring the permanent sense of satisfaction we anticipate.
But radicchio is a good collaborator; it is willing to keep
trying.
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