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In 2016, I met Lane Selman from Oregon State University when she 
was visiting Florence. Lane had recently started the Culinary Breeding 
Network to improve the eating quality of organic crops. They were 
also interested in extending the season, and turned to radicchio, the 
chicory indelibly associated with Italy. Ten years on, Lane and her 
colleagues have come out with a beautiful book all about radicchio. 
How did it come about?

Lane: The conversation kept coming back to winter vegetables and 
vegetables that they could be selling in the winter time because there 
wasn’t much of a, there wasn’t much of a market here where I live for 
that. At that time we had one farmer’s market that went year round, 
but only like every other weekend in the winter time. And so they 
were just looking for other things. Chicories kind of would come up, 
other things would come up. Kale was big here in the US and other 
things at that time. Chicories, no one even knew what they were. So 
it was like chicories, where are those? You know, that’s something I 
hear is really hearty. That’s something that could, you know, maybe we 
could grow.

And then I also worked at the farmers market in addition to my job 
at the university, and I would have chefs come up and say, what about 
chicories? Do you guys have chicories? And it’s like, what are these 
chicories? Which led me down the rabbit hole of trying to 
understand that. And here in the US at that time, we didn’t have 
access to very much seed at all. Only a few different types. We also 
didn’t understand these types, but mostly what the growers that were 
trying to grow this were using is, there’s these big packets that ... 
They’re garden packets that we have here in the US. They’re huge 
garden packets. So they’re like 5000 seeds in a garden packet of 
radicchio and chicories, right? And it’s great for gardeners, but it just 
wasn’t ... They’re not, they were not very uniform, right? So when you 
grow them, it would just be like all these different things popping up 
at different rates and everything. So not so great for production 
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farmers. So, but also, and you probably saw in the book, one of the 
things is let’s explain all these different types of radicchio. So there are 
types or biotypes.

Jeremy: You knew about radicchio already. You were familiar with 
radicchio?

Lane: My mother did eat radicchio. I talk about this in the intro, 
actually, which is what my only exposure to radicchio, which is, I think, 
a lot of people is the Chioggia, the round red, you know, one that 
looks a little bit like cabbage, that usually is like 2 or 3 heads 
withering away on, you know, at a mainstream grocery store 
somewhere. And so I grew up in Florida, not really radicchio territory. 
We grew most of the vegetables that we ate in my family. And so it 
was really struck me, it was unusual that my mother would go out of 
her way to pick up this radicchio, and she would eat it in a salad all 
the time. And I wouldn’t touch it because it was bitter. She was the 
only one that ate it in our family.

Jeremy: So when you came to Italy to explore not just radicchio, 
but let’s focus on radicchio, how did you find growers to help you?

Lane: Okay. When I came for the first time I came in 2014, I was a 
Terra Madre delegate and I went to Terra Madre. I’d just started 
working on radicchio at that time, and we were growing these seeds 
that we just were like, what are these things? Because when we read 
the packages, they just say like, you know, Radicchio Rosso di Verona. 
So I’m like, what is, what is that, you know? The red radicchio of 
Verona. That’s it. That’s all we know. They didn’t have variety names. 

There was a company that was in Chioggia, and we were getting 
some radicchio from them and it was coming straight from Italy. So I 
was with a farmer, Josh Volk, and the vegetable specialist at Oregon 
State University who was also a farmer, Alex Stone. So the three of us, 
after Terra Madre, went up to Chioggia to meet Andrea Ghedina, who 
was a young plant breeder at that time and learning. He took us out 
in the field and we saw radicchio on a scale that we had never seen 
before in the US. And I remember vividly him, you know, going on to 
the field where — a field of Chioggia — cutting a Chioggia and 
putting it in my hand, and I remember feeling like my hand actually 
went down a little bit because I wasn’t prepared for the weight of it, 
because it felt more like a cabbage. It was dense in a way that was not 
what I was experiencing from people that were growing it in the US 
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at that time, because it was more squishy here. We didn’t have the 
timing figured out. We didn’t have the information. So during that visit, 
which we only had a day with him, I basically, that’s when I learned, oh 
my gosh, we know nothing about growing this crop. There’s a lot to 
know. There’s a lot of varieties and there’s just a lot of confusion 
because none of the information was available to us at all.

Jeremy: I remember you posting a thing on Instagram that 
somebody in the Veneto kind of came out and said, don’t cooperate 
with the Americans. Don’t tell them our secrets.

Lane: Yes. So as you know, the ... There’s IGP around a lot of these 
different types of radicchio. So for instance, like Treviso tardivo. These 
are strictly like, these are only to be grown in this particular area. 
They’re only to be, you know, grown in this particular way. These are 
all the rules around it. So there was a bit of controversy when we 
came and the president of that consortium was not really happy. It 
wasn’t just us, actually, it was other American growers, which is 
honestly quite humorous because it’s grown on such a very small 
scale here it’s more of a curiosity and especially to understand the 
forcing process. It’s just fun and beautiful and interesting to us. I feel 
like I don’t think there’s any threat of us taking over.

But anyway, there was a lot of protection, So for the consortium 
president and some of the other larger growers that have this 
particular mindset of not really wanting to share and collaborate, I 
guess they were kind of freaking out, finding out that growers were 
coming from the US and wanting to learn from them. And so there 
was an article that was kind of happening in the the Veneto region 
that, you know, beware the Americans are coming to get some 
information. But then in the national newspaper, there actually was a 
rebuttal to that, which was a really fantastic and cheeky piece that 
interviewed quite a few of the growers that were actually like, No. We 
really believe that this is a really positive thing that the Americans are 
doing. They’re only bringing more attention. So I feel like in the work 
that I’m trying to do with exposure to radicchio, I’m trying to do it. I 
use the names that are in Italy. I mean, we are growing them outside 
of those regions. I legally can, you know, use those names because I 
want to actually bring attention to what is happening and where the 
absolute best radicchio is. So if it’s Variegato di Castelfranco, we’re 
growing that, it’s not as perfect as it is there because nothing is going 
to be as perfect as it is in Italy.
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Jeremy: Yeah, but I mean, the export market isn’t that huge. It’s not 
like  they were going to lose a huge export market.

Lane: Exactly.

Jeremy: Anyway, never mind about that. I think a lot of people who 
buy a radicchio in the greengrocer or the supermarket have no idea 
about the life cycle of radicchio. You said yes, it’s a winter crop, but 
just explain how radicchio is produced for the market.

Lane: This is, I think, one of the most confusing parts. It’s actually, 
looking back, it’s like, Oh. This is not very confusing at all. But again, 
we had no information. The thing that’s interesting about radicchio, 
which is different than, say, lettuce, if we want to compare it to that, if 
you’re a ... Let’s just say you’re a farmer and you’re growing, you’re 
going to grow succession planting of lettuce, right? Because it’s all 
going to mature at the same rate, you’re going to want to plan to 
make sure that you have lettuce to sell every week. Well, radicchio is 
a different mindset, where you could, if you wanted to, just choose 
one planting date and you can plant all your radicchio at once. And 
then there are different rates of maturity. So if we look at Rosa, so 
the Chioggia one that we know, the red one, there are varieties that 
mature 55 to 60 days after transplanting it, for like a short season. 
And then there’s a mid-season, which is usually about 80 days, 80 to 
90 days. And then there’s usually a longer one, which is like 110, 120 
days. So the mindset is like your planting, it’s this kind of backward 
than what we’re thinking of. You’re choosing varieties that actually you 
harvest at different times rather than working with all things that have 
the same days to maturity.

So that was like a shift in mindset, right? But it’s really great and very 
convenient to be able to plant that way. The biggest part, I feel like, in 
the success of radicchio for gardeners and professional farmers is just 
figuring out that very specific moment for your microclimate 
specifically, that you want to seed. But it’s very latitude sensitive. So 
this was one thing, when I went to see Andrea in Chioggia for the 
first time, that was shocking to me is, he gave me the seed company 
flyer. And just within Italy, it separated into three different latitudes 
and the different varieties that you would seed every ten days in that 
specific latitude. So usually when, when growers are trying to figure 
this out, where I live in the Pacific Northwest, it’s very similar latitude 
to the Veneto where these crops are traditionally grown. So it’s, the 
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seeding is usually between the middle of June and the middle of July. 
But people in commercial growers will usually have maybe like two 
planting dates. So they’ll have two weeks apart from one another and 
it works fine. Now, I want to say it works fine for American growers, 
because we also are more lenient about what each of these radicchio 
should look like and be like, and not as focused on the perfection that 
Italians are, which I very much appreciate.

Jeremy: But the harvest is not the end of the story because 
radicchio. You can store the harvested plants for months. You don’t 
take a radicchio that you’ve just harvested to market. You keep it and 
force it. How does that work?

Lane: Yes. So there are certain types that you do force, like the 
Treviso Tardivo and the Gorizia. These are ones that are super 
beautiful. And so for those — those are longer season ones — and 
you actually harvest the entire plant, you pull them up completely by 
their roots. And then you put them in — and you could probably put 
about nine plants probably, depending on how big they are — in a ... 
Imagine, like, an old milk crate and whether that’s metal or plastic, but 
it has holes, but it’s holding them together very close to one another. 
And then in the US on a smaller scale, they’ll take those those plants 
that are in the milk crate and put it in a kiddie pool, like a little kid’s 
plastic pool that they have in the summer, they use in the 
summertime, and have it in the water. So you still have the roots in 
the water and you want to change that water out. And also lack of 
light. So it needs to be very low or no light. And it depends on the 
temperature and humidity, but it will start to regrow in the centre. 
And when it starts to regrow in the centre, and you can check it, and 
then let’s say two weeks later, you come out, you’re going to pull 
these out and slough off all the gross, slimy stuff on the rotting leaves 
on the outside. And you’ll have these very beautiful, very crunchy, you 
know, more mild than bitter, beautiful ... They look like flowers, some 
of them, the Gorizia. So those will be, those are the types that are 
forced.

Jeremy: Now, you said at the outset, you said that chefs came to 
you and said, what about chicories? So chefs knew about them. 
Shoppers, maybe not so much. How did you go about creating 
demand? I mean it’s all very well farmers growing these things, but if 
they’re only selling them to chefs, that’s not quite so good business.
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Lane: Yes. So this was this was part of it, right, Jeremy. I mean, it was 
like, let’s figure out things to grow in the winter time. But then it’s 
like, oh, it’s things that ... We have to make sure they are things that 
people want to eat, right? So there is this, you know, this marketing 
that has to go along with it.

Now, I will say first and foremost, these things usually start in cities, 
right? And then they kind of trickle out to other places. So 
restaurants are the ones that are going to put it on their menus and 
going to get people excited about it. So that’s what I hear, a lot from 
people is, they had a really good experience and they’re like, oh, I love 
radicchio. I love it. And I’m like, oh, cool, how do you prepare it? And 
usually they’re like, oh, I don’t prepare it at home because it’s too 
complicated. I just have it out. So that’s part of the book, which I’ll talk 
about later. And the recipes and really getting people to feel confident 
to prepare it at home, since it is not difficult. So restaurants are a 
really super huge part of this. And then I mean, honestly, the fact that 
there’s one that’s pink is marketing in itself. I mean, people go crazy. 
Like, is there any other vegetable that you can imagine that is more 
beautiful than the Rosa? There’s just not, right? And it just pops in the 
winter time when we’re eating like rutabagas and potatoes and these 
things that kind of more are like less exciting. And, you know, visually 
it’s pretty freaking exciting to see pink radicchio.

Jeremy: Well, it’s interesting because one of the one of the beautiful 
things about the book, which is heavily illustrated, is you’ve got a lot 
of pictures of, as it were, the radicchio coming off the field or before 
it’s forced. And they’re kind of slimeballs and,  a bit yucky. And then 
you have these astonishing, as you say, these beautiful, almost flowers. 
I get the impression that that really is — quite apart from the flavour 
and everything — that that really is their ... They sell themselves.

Lane: Exactly, I think so. They’re absolutely gorgeous. I work with a 
lot of crops, a lot of crops, and I have never had so many people ... I 
have people who will say to me, you know, I don’t really love 
radicchio, but I’m really trying to. No one’s saying that about 
rutabagas, you know. I don’t have that about celeriac. I don’t have 
people saying that about other things. So it’s absolutely visually 
stunning. And yeah, like Shawn Linehan took the photos in the book 
and it’s just drop dead. I mean, just people are like ... love it and just 
react to it visually before anything else.
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Jeremy: And then the strange part is, you’ve got lots of recipes 
helping people to make use of radicchio. As soon as it’s not part of a 
salad, as soon as it’s not raw, it kind of loses a lot of that beauty. That’s 
a hard one.

Lane: Yeah. Jeremy, let me tell you something. In doing the cover of 
the book, that was the hardest bit of the book because it was like ... 
Well, I really ... First I wanted, I mean, the book, the cover is beautiful 
and the book is great and the publishers are wonderful and know the 
vision. But for me, this is a book about radicchio that has recipes. To 
them, this is a cookbook, right? So they’re like, it has to be a finished 
dish. So I was like, oh boy. Okay, so a finished dish. Well, I don’t want it 
to be salad because I want people to think beyond that, right? 
Because Americans are mostly eating it as salad and yeah, doesn’t look 
so beautiful. Yeah. So, you know, it took a while to get that photo on 
the cover to make it look, you know, nice and cooked. But yeah, it 
does. So that’s where you have to really already be bought into 
radicchio and want to actually be consuming it for all the reasons that 
we should, because we want to support farmers in the winter time, 
because it’s really ... It’s healthy, it’s great. It’s good for digestion, as all 
the Italians know.

Jeremy: I’m kind of looking forward to the winter. I mean, you know, 
I’m, I’m happy with radicchio in my salads, but I’m looking forward to 
the winter and, and a chance to try some of the recipes in the book. 
Do you have favourites?

Lane: Yes, I do have some favourites. I really like the spaghetti one 
that has ... There’s like a pasta. It’s just plain. It’s very simple to. ... You 
actually take a Chioggia or you could take a Treviso precoce or a 
Verona and you quarter it and you actually blanch that in the water 
that you’re then going to use to cook the pasta. And if you’re lucky 
enough, the pasta actually takes on a little bit of that pink hue. And 
then at the end it has cream incorporated. So it’s very, it’s very 
comforting. It’s really delicious.

Of course, a lot of these recipes have anchovy and garlic, which I 
think are pretty essential, really flavourful with radicchio. One thing 
that’s super fun is, you know, there’s a traditional cake that is in 
Chioggia, which they use, they use the Chioggia in a cake. And 
honestly, I don’t want the Italians to hear this, but it’s pretty dry in 
Italy. It’s not the best, whenever I’ve had it there. And in the book 
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Margarett, the co-author, she jujjed it up a bit and made it a lot more 
moist. And it tastes pretty freaking fantastic. But then, to complement 
that, we have a chocolate version. A couple of years ago — I organise 
an event every year called the Sagra del Radicchio, which is a 
celebration of radicchio to try to get people, that’s part of the 
marketing — I had a local chef, a baker, make a chocolate version of 
this cake. So it’s a spin on the tradition. So in here, there in the book, 
there are recipes that are from American chefs and Italian chefs and 
somebody’s nonna and farmers, et cetera, and it’s everything from 
appetizers to drinks to desserts.

Jeremy: You’re focused on the Pacific Northwest, Washington and 
Oregon. Is radicchio spreading? Are people — I can imagine them 
looking for it in San Francisco — are they looking for it in Iowa or ...

Lane: Well, I don’t know about Iowa, but definitely in the northeast 
because they also are a lot of growers that are growing it in the 
northeast. We see in New York, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, Maine, 
Vermont has their own chicory week thing that they’ve got going on. 
Even in the southeast, which is more, you know, it’s harder to grow all 
the varieties. You’re not able really to grow the long season ones. It is 
like you can plant like one month later in ... the shorter season ones, 
to get the radicchio. So we do definitely see it. I think that the pattern 
is kind of what I said before, where it’s happening first in cities, and 
then it kind of trickles out. I’ve definitely heard ... I mean, you can 
drive, you know, 40 minutes outside of Portland, Oregon, and it’s a 
completely different scene. And I work with a lot of farmers there 
that are like, we put this in our CSA and people are pissed. They don’t 
want any more of this. But now, they said, now that’s changing. You 
know, people are becoming more receptive. They see it in social 
media. They see it out there in the world and they’re like, they fall into 
the category of, I’m trying to like it.

And in the book, just with salad, I tell people all the time, it’s not 
complicated. It’s salad. Well, one thing I should say at the very 
beginning is, when you’re going to prepare a salad with radicchio and 
you’re not super hip to the bitterness, you can cut it up, soak it in ice 
water for about 30 minutes and then dry it really well. So that’s going 
to leach out a lot of those ... the bitter compounds that are in the 
plant. And then also it makes it very crunchy when it’s very cold, right? 
So that’s nice. But it also goes really well with something that’s sweet, 
like apples or pears. It goes well with strong flavours, which is like the 
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anchovy or blue cheese. So you find these complementary flavours 
that actually make it very enjoyable and really delicious. I’ve actually 
had radicchio salads where I felt like the radicchio wasn’t bitter 
enough. I’m like, wow, they just really toned this down so much. But it 
is like this super fantastic pairing of these flavours that really make the 
... There’s just the synergy of it makes the bitterness even better.

Transcripts are possible thanks to the generosity of Eat This Podcast 
supporters. If you find the transcript useful, please consider joining 
them. 
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