Sensational Salad Leaves
Summer has begun and already farmers’ market stalls are laden with a rainbow of freshly picked leaves and crispy lettuce hearts. From peppery watercress and bitter chicory, to the sweet and crunchy cos, give your tastebuds a treat this month and bypass the vacuum-wrapped iceberg with a trip to your local producer.

The salad family is vast and grows prolifically in the temperate UK climate, particularly near the coast where the winds keep the air cool. We produce over 50 varieties, which can roughly be divided into three groups - wholehead, baby leaf and speciality leaf. Wholehead means the leaves grow around a heart and the whole plant is extracted in one go. This category includes lettuces such as Cos (or Romaine), Gem, Batavia, Lollo Rosso and Iceberg. Baby leaf refers to those plants which grow as individual leaves such as rocket, spinach or red chard, which can be picked as required. Specialty leaf refers to more exotic leaves such as Batavia. Growers select different ‘cultivars’ according to the season and weather conditions. Spring crops need good vigour, whereas in the summer the requirement is for good heat and bolting tolerance. In the autumn, vigorous varieties with good resistance to mildew and aphids fare best.
Many consider salads to have little more nutritional value than water and minimal calories. Indeed, the iceberg derviced its name from the large amount of ice that used to be packed around it during transit. However, whilst all leaves are high in water and low in calories, most also provide vitamin C, beta carotene (which the body uses to make vitamin A), iron, calcium, folate, fibre and potassium. Antioxidants such as vitamin C and betacarotene are particularly useful in destroying free radicals – rogue cells which can cause an array of health problems from cancer to heart disease.

Cos, spinach and watercress have the highest amounts of vitamin C, vitamin A and folate, which is needed for a healthy nervous system and cell growth. Folate is particularly important during pregnancy, but recent studies have also linked it with a decrease in brain degenerative diseases such as Alzheimer’s. Potassium is commonly found in salad leaves, especially cabbage, and studies have shown that potassium-rich diets have helped to reduce high blood pressure. Salad leaves also contain calcium and iron, which strengthen bones and keep blood healthy respectively. 

Pick & Mix
Summer is the ideal time to experiment with salads. Always look for colourful, fresh-looking leaves with no signs of wilting or discolouring. Fresh from the ground and sold at a farm shop, farmers’ market, pick-your-own or through a box scheme, salads should last up to a week in the fridge, giving you plenty of time to get through even the largest heads of lettuce. However, if you don’t know your radicchio from your frisée, or feel stuck in a salad rut, here’s our guide to making a meal out of it. 
COS & Romaine 

Cos lettuce, also known as Romaine, has a long, oval head of tightly packed crisp leaves. They are rich in potassium and carotenoids, and make the perfect base for heavy, creamy dressing, as in Caesar salads. Little Gems are a smaller version of the Cos and the crisp sweet leaves are great for dips, or try making mini salad canapés by piling salsa or prawn cocktail into each leaf.
Iceberg
A pale, round, tightly packed lettuce with crisp leaves and a refreshing flavour. British Iceberg lettuce is available from May to October. It stays fresh longer than any other type of lettuce, if kept at a constant cool temperature. Works well in sandwiches or to bulk up other salad leaves.
Round Lettuce

The round lettuce has soft mid to dark green sweet outer leaves and a crisper, paler heart. Its hearty, grassy flavour makes it an ideal base for mixed green salads.
Radicchio

A vibrant red/purple and white chicory with a slightly bitter flavour. Finely chop some garden herbs and garlic and mix with extra virgin olive oil. Drizzle the mixture over wedges of radicchio and grill for 2-3 minutes each side until lightly golden. Serve with grilled meat or fish.
Lollo Rosso
Lollo Rosso is a loose-leaf crinkled lettuce with no heart. Leaves are tender and crisp with deep red tips. It contains the antioxidant quercetin, which is believed to reduce the risk of heart disease. 
Oak Leaf lettuce 
Oak leaf comes in red or green varieties and is loose-leafed. Sweet, tender and fairly crisp it goes with just about anything.
Chard

Chard is a member of the Swiss Chard family and is available in a variety of stem colours, including pinks, yellows and oranges. The name chard actually refers to the broad middle stalks and the side ribs rather than the green leafy part of the plant. Ideal for brightening up salads, chard has a distinct flavour and, when young, can be treated like spinach and eaten raw or cooked.
Frisée Endive 

Also known as curly endive, frisée is a spiky, firm leaf, which is mildly bitter with a slight grainy texture. Traditionally this is combined with poached eggs and bacon in the classic French bistro salad and, mixed with other leaves, provides a great and robust bed for a variety of hot ingredients. It is complemented by sweet and creamy flavours – try with goat’s cheese and pears and a honey and mustard dressing.
Escarole

A broad leaved kind of frisée, this has crunchy, mild green outer leaves and a pale heart. The flavour is slightly bitter, but less so than frisée. It is good mixed with milder salad leaves.
Batavia

Batavia lettuce is a non-hearting lettuce with frilly leaves which grow upright to form a loose leaf head. Batavias have an excellent shelf life, maintaining their crispness and nutty flavour from the time they're harvested until the time they reach the dinner table.
Mizuna

Light green serrated leaves with a soft texture and mild mustard flavour. A good alternative to rocket
Spinach

Young spinach leaves are tender and sweet; delicious raw or cooked. Eating spinach raw, as in a salad, minimises the loss of nutrients which occurs during cooking. The fresh, leafy taste is especially delicious with egg, tomato and lentil dishes and excellent added to curries or risottos. 
Rocket/Arugula/Ruccola/Roquette
Thin spiky leaves with a strong peppery flavour. As good in salads as it is on pizza; it is particularly popular in Italian cookery. It contains compounds called Glucosinolates which are believed to have a possible protective role against certain types of cancers. 

Watercress

A member of the Cruciferae family, watercress has a distinctive ‘raw’ flavour, both peppery and slightly pungent. Watercress is the UK’s most historic salad leaf and, unlike other salad leaves, is grown in gravel beds, washed by flowing mineral rich spring water. The leaf is popularly eaten in soup and salads, as well as frequently featuring as an ingredient in detox juices. 
Tatsoi

A true brassica, tatsoi is a form of Chinese flat cabbage. Lustrous dark green leaves have a delicate mustard flavour with a crunchy but succulent and juicy stalk. In the same family as Pak Choi, this Asian green is delicious sautéed with a little sesame oil or slightly wilted in stir fries. 

Focus on Watercress:
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Watercress

Watercress is enjoying a revival after years of being treated as just ‘a bit on the side’ used to garnish roast beef. Touted as a detox essential and ‘superfood’, gram for gram, it contains more vitamin C than oranges, more calcium than milk, more iron than spinach and more folate than bananas. It is also brimming with beta-carotene and vitamin A equivalents - which as well as being important antioxidants are also needed for healthy skin and eyes. 
People are rediscovering the unique peppery flavour of watercress, which is why it was originally so popular in the 1800s when it was first introduced to Britain. Street vendors would sell it in bunches to be eaten like ice-cream. The peppery heat comes from the plant’s mustard oils, which are released when chewed (and act as a stimulant to the digestion and the taste buds), while the stalks are succulent and cool (from the water in which it is grown). It is perhaps partly due to its strong taste that watercress has enjoyed a fortified reputation: the Ancient Greek general, Xenophon, made his solders eat it to increase their vigour before going into battle and Roman emperors said it enabled them to make “bold decisions.” It was promoted by the Ministry of Health during both World Wars, when the country had to rely on home grown produce and watercress sandwiches at “high tea” became almost a national institution. In spite of the many continental lettuce varieties we now grow, it is encouraging to see this worthy and delicious leaf thriving once more. 
Buy, store, eat
BUY: Leaves picked as fresh and green as possible, preferably straight out of the water. Avoid any signs of yellowing, spoilt soggy leaves or cabbage odour. Check any pre-packed watercress in plastic bags very carefully to ensure it is still as fresh as possible and eat on the day of purchase.

STORE: Upright in the fridge with its stalks in water for up to 3 days depending on freshness. You may need to change the water to prolong storage time.

EAT: Serve raw in salads or sandwiches (a traditional favourite is with Marmite), or juice with other vegetables or fruit. Try hot in sauces, pasta, mashed into a baked potato, baked with fish or in a stir-fry. Its pungency is tempered by strong flavours like garlic, ginger, onion and soy sauce, but accentuated by rice, bread and pasta
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