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Perennial Vegetables
A food forest is a multi-year commitment built around trees and shrubs. Perennial vegetables
are a much smaller step: a permanent bed of a handful of crops that come back every spring
with no replanting, no seed-saving cycle, and none of a food forest's years-long design
process. This guide is the real timeline and technique for the vegetables actually worth that
bed space.

The real establishment timeline: patience up front, almost none after

Every perennial vegetable worth growing asks for the same trade Growing in a Food Forest describes at tree
scale, just on a much shorter clock: real patience for the first year or two, then a harvest that repeats for a
decade or more with very little ongoing work.
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Crop Planting depth & spacing Establishment Ongoing harvest & lifespan

Asparagus Crowns in a trench 10–12 in.

deep, covered with 2–4 in. of
soil at planting and filled in
gradually as shoots grow;

crowns 12–18 in. apart,
trenches at least 3 ft. apart

Plant crowns; no

harvest at all the
first year

Light harvest (3–4 weeks) year two, full

6–8 week harvest every year after; a
well-kept bed produces 15+ years
before it needs replanting

Rhubarb Crowns just below the soil

surface, buds pointing up and
barely covered; 3–4 ft. apart in
both directions, it gets large

Let it grow

through year one
with no harvest

Light harvest year two, full 8–10 week

harvest from year three on;
productivity drops after 5–10 years, at
which point divide the crown rather

than replant from scratch

Egyptian
walking

onions

Bulblets 1–2 in. deep, pointy
end up; 3–4 in. apart for

scallion-style harvest, 6–10 in.
apart for larger individual bulbs

Productive within
the first year

Multiply on their own every year,
bulblets forming where a normal onion

would flower, and "walk" a short
distance as those bulblets fall and root;
thin and replant to keep them where

you want them

Sunchokes
(Jerusalem

artichokes)

Tubers 4–6 in. deep, 8–12 in.
apart; deeper planting produces

deeper, easier-to-contain tubers

Productive within
the first year

A single planted tuber can produce
several pounds of tubers by fall; see

the containment warning below before
planting a single one

During the no-harvest establishment year for asparagus and rhubarb, the plant still needs real care even
though nothing's coming out of the bed: keep it weeded (young crowns compete poorly with weeds for light
and water), watered through dry spells rather than left to fend for itself, and top-dressed with an inch or two
of compost each spring. Let the asparagus fern (the feathery summer foliage) grow and yellow naturally in
fall before cutting it back; that foliage is rebuilding the crown's root reserves for next year's harvest, cutting
it back green sacrifices next season's yield.

WARNING

Sunchokes are the one crop on this page that needs a containment plan before planting

Unfussy, pest-resistant, and productive in nearly any soil sounds like an unambiguous win, and for
calorie return per hour of work, it is. The same trait that makes them low-maintenance makes them
genuinely difficult to remove once established: any tuber piece left in the ground resprouts, and a
bed can spread well past its original footprint within a couple of seasons. Plant them in a bottomless
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container sunk into the ground, a dedicated bed with a buried physical barrier, or somewhere
spreading is actually fine, not open ground next to anything you'd mind them taking over.

Rhubarb's one real safety note

Only the stalks are edible. Rhubarb leaves contain concentrated oxalic acid and are genuinely toxic in
enough quantity, real enough that this is the one common piece of rhubarb advice worth repeating rather
than treating as obvious: compost the leaves or discard them, don't feed them to people or most animals.

Where these fit against the other three methods

Perennial vegetables don't replace Row Crop & Raised Bed Gardening's annual staples, potatoes, beans,
corn, and squash still need replanting every year regardless of what else is in the garden, but they're a real
complement: a dedicated corner that produces without competing for the bed space or labor those annuals
need each spring. They also don't need a food forest's years-long design and canopy planning; a 4x8 bed of
asparagus or a single sunchoke container is a realistic weekend project, not a multi-year commitment.

Sources

Asparagus establishment timeline, harvest window, bed lifespan, planting trench depth and spacing: University of
Minnesota Extension; North Dakota State University Extension; Practical Self Reliance

Rhubarb establishment, harvest timeline, productivity decline, planting depth/spacing, and leaf toxicity: North
Dakota State University Extension; Common Sense Home

Egyptian walking onion bulblet planting depth and spacing: Garden Myths; Gardener's Path

Sunchokes/Jerusalem artichokes, planting depth/spacing, yield, and real invasiveness/containment risk: Garden
Betty; Joybilee Farm; Morning Chores
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