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The carrot has become a favourite vegetable in our kitch-
ens and at our tables. This love affair has created a demand 
for sweeter carrots. Plant breeders have responded by de-
veloping carrots that are as sweet as some fruits. But in 
the process, we are losing the aromatic terpenoids that 
provide carrots with much of their enchanting character. 

Historical Varieties

The orange carrot is now so ubiquitous that it seems to have 
been around forever. But it is actually the newest colour of car-
rot to grace our tables. The Romans enjoyed carrots, but they 
were closer to the thin and tough wild white variety best known 
to us as Queen Anne’s Lace. By the 1100s, plump and sweet 
roots more like the carrots we are familiar with began arriving 
in Europe from Afghanistan, but these were either purple or 
yellow. 

By the 1500s, Europeans had learned how to selectively 
breed their wild white carrots to achieve plump and sweet white 
carrots. Scarlet Red carrots, which require a more temperate 
climate, left Afghanistan to thrive in Japan. Black carrots – deep 
purple throughout – became popular in India and parts of the 
Middle East. Now nearly extinct, they are being recreated by a 
vegetable breeder in Bulgaria. 

It was not until the late 1600s that Dutch breeders succeed-
ed in crossing purple and yellow carrots to create a new race of 
orange carrots. These new carrots became popular because they 
could be adapted as a shorter carrot that would thrive in the 
heavy clay soils typically found around European population 
centres. The longer carrots that we are now most familiar with 
required lighter, drought-prone sandy soils and so lost favour, 
nearly becoming extinct.  

Many of the earliest orange carrot seeds are still available. 
Golf-ball-sized Parisian Ball is a form that’s terrific for raw sal-
ads. The stubby, blunt-nosed Oxheart remains one of the finest-
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flavoured cooking carrots. The French later refined this to cre-
ate the luscious Nantes carrot, usually available only at farmers’ 
markets because it is too brittle to survive machine harvesting. 
The deep orange Red Cored Chantenay and richly flavoured 
Danvers varieties sealed the orange carrot’s popularity around 
the world.

Later on came the long-rooted Imperator carrot. This variety 
can handle thick seeding in sandy or muck soils. It requires 
heavy irrigation and fertilization, and must be kept weed-free 
in order to be suitable for machine harvesting. The Imperator 
typically lacks a distinct carrot flavour, but can be manipulated 
to exhibit exceptional sweetness. All this has meant that long 
sweet carrots can now be provided very cheaply. 

Packaged “baby carrots” are not a new variety; they’re a new 
factory process. Regular large carrots are “milled” into uniform 
“babies,” dipped in an oxidizer (typically chlorine) to preserve 
freshness, and then cello-bagged for the convenience-food mar-
ket.

Quality Growing

To grow long, straight carrots you need deep, loosened soil.  
A rotary tiller would seem to be ideal for this, but it is too 
easy to overdo it and break up the funguses that maintain the 
soil’s structure. By the end of the season your soil might be 
heavier and harder than ever. So it is better to simply loosen 
the soil as deeply as possible using a digging fork or a “chisel” 
behind a tractor. (A raised bed might make it easier to get down 
deeper.)

Carrots do not require much fertility. Be especially cautious 
to avoid nitrogen, which leads to “hairy” roots. These are more 
difficult to harvest, look silly, and are difficult to peel. The best 
strategy is to incorporate any needed fertilization the year prior 
to growing carrots.

Choose a variety of seed that is suitable for your soil condi-
tions. Ball-type carrots are good in the heaviest soils but do not 
tolerate the heat of summer, so they are only useful in spring 
and fall. Oxhearts do well in very heavy soils that can be loos-
ened to only about 5 inches. Otherwise, the Chantenay and 
Danvers varieties will perform well in soils loosened to about 7 
inches. The Nantes type and the ancient coloured carrots will 
work if you can loosen the soil to about 9 inches deep. If you 
can loosen the soil to roughly 11 inches, you can grow the long 
Imperator carrot.

Seeding dates are an important variable. In Ontario, spring 
is usually too short for early baby carrots, and hot summer days 
make carrots tough, “turpentiney” and not very sweet. So you’d 
probably want to wait a bit to plant some carrots for a late sum-
mer harvest, some for an early fall harvest, and the majority for 
a late fall harvest to be used for winter storage. Use the “days 
to maturity” notation on your seed pack to calculate the best 

seeding dates.
Best Ontario seeding is from late June until late July, but this 

makes starting tiny carrot seeds a tricky process. You want the 
seeds placed in the ground deep enough to have steady mois-
ture, but shallow enough that their tiny cotyledon leaves can 
push through the soil and crust into sunlight. About 3/16-inch 
deep seems to work most reliably. I find that about twenty-four 
seeds per foot of row provides a good stand. Keep the soil sur-
face damp with daily light misting, and hope there are no heavy 
thundershowers to pack down a crust too thick for the tiny 
plants to penetrate. (If this happens, you may as well reseed.) 
Germination normally takes about ten days.

Water the tiny plants regularly. But after the fifth true leaf 
stage, the taproots should be down deep enough that they don’t 
really require any more water. Cultivate or pull out early weeds 
because carrots do not tolerate competition. Carrots do not at-
tract many pests, and mid-summer seeding normally prevents 
wireworm infestation.

Timely Harvesting

The richest flavoured, sweetest tasting, and longest keeping car-
rots come from roots harvested after several frosts. But this is 
very risky because flavour-inducing light frosts can quickly turn 
into damaging, heavy freezes (less than -6 degrees C). Anyway, 
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