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 What’ s So Grea t about Onions? 
 
Rich in Vitamins and Minerals 
Onions are a source of vitamin C and dietary 
fiber.  As a vegetable, onions are low in fat 
and calories.   
 
Onions are rich sources of a number of 
phytonutrients. These phytonutrients have 
been found to act as antioxidants to lower 
blood pressure and prevent some kinds of 
cancer.   
 
Flavorful & Colorful 
Onions can be red, yellow, green, or white.  
The taste of onions does not depend on the 
color.  Onions can be sweet or savory.   
 
 

 
Easy to Use 
Onions can be sliced, chopped, diced, or 
grated. They mix well with almost any type of 
food.  Raw onions are great in salads and on 
sandwiches and hamburgers.  Cooked onions 
are used to season everything from soups, 
stews, meats, beans, potato and other 
vegetable dishes.   
 

Selec ting  and  Storing  Onions  

 

Why is Vitamin C 

Important? 

Vitamin C, also known as 

ascorbic acid, is needed for 

growth and repair of body 

tissue.  Vitamin C helps to 

form collagen, a protein 

used to make skin, scar 

tissue, and blood vessels.  

Vitamin C is also needed 

for cartilage, bones, teeth 

and healing wounds.  

Onions are a good source 

of Vitamin C.   

 

 

 
At the Market 
Onions are available year-round.  Buy them fresh, 
dried or frozen.   
 
Look for:  
Hard, firm onions.  Onions should be dry and 
have small necks.  The skin around the onions 
should be shiny and crackly in feel.  
 

 
 
 

 
Avoid:  
Onions with wet or very 
soft necks. Also avoid 
onions with thick, hollow, 
woody centers in the neck 
or with fresh sprouts. 
 
 
 
Storage  
Store dried onions in a cool, dry place.  Dry 
onions will last for 3 to 4 weeks.  Store fresh 
onions in the refrigerator.  Fresh onions will 
last for about a week.   
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 Varieties of Onions  
 

Did you know? 
 

The name onion comes 
from the Latin, "unio."  Unio 
is a mix of French "oignon" 
and the English "unyun." 
Allium Cepa is the scientific 
name for onion.   
 
Humans have grown onions 
for at least 7000 years. 

Egyptians believed onions 
had strength-producing 
powers.  Onions were fed 
to those who built the 
pyramids.  

The onion is one of the top 
5 fresh vegetables in the 
US. 

An average American 
consumes around 
21pounds of fresh and 
processed onion every 
year.  

What about Garlic? 
 
Garlic contains more than 
100 sulfur compounds. 
 
Studies have shown that 
garlic has health benefits.  
Garlic may protect against: 
·  stomach and colon 

cancer  
·  build-up of artery 

clogging plaque,  
·  formation of blood clots, 
·  high blood pressure,  
·  infection, 
·  nasal congestion. 
 
About 90% of the garlic 
grown in the US is grown in 
California. 

Garlic was worshipped by 
the ancient Egyptians. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
There are more than 500 varieties of onions.  Onions can be put into two groups: dried and 
fresh.   
 
Dried (or storage) onions are good in cooked dishes.  Dried onions are good in dishes that 
need strong flavors.  Dried onions are added to many dishes. Casseroles, quiche, pasta 
sauces, soups, stews, and pizza are common uses.  Fry, sauté, or bake dried onions.  Dried 
onions can also be creamed or baked.   
 
Yellow Onions 

 
 

An onion that has a golden brown, papery skin.  Use in recipes 
that call for cooked onions.  When sautéed, yellow onions turn a 
dark brown color.  Yellow onions have a high sulfur content.  The 
high sulfur content makes yellow onions too strong to eat raw.  
The sulfur is also what creates tears when chopping.  This 
variety is good for caramelizing.   
 

Red Onions  

 
 

An onion variety that has purple, red skin and white rings of 
flesh.  Red onions are medium to large in size. The flavor is mild 
and sweet.  The texture is crisp.  Red onions are good to eat raw.  
They are used to add color to dishes.  They can also be grilled or 
lightly cooked with other foods. 
 

White Onions 

 

A globe shaped onion.  White onions have white flesh and white 
skin.  White onions are sweeter than yellow onions.  Yet, white 
onions can often be used in place of yellow onions in recipes.  
This variety has a clean, sharp flavor and firm texture.  White 
onions can add a sweet flavor to other foods.  They can be eaten 
raw.  White onions are good in heated dishes, sautéed or as a 
side dish.   
 

Vidalia 

 
 

Mildly sweet in flavor.  Vidalia onions have a yellow to tan outer 
skin and white flesh.  They are available from April to June.   If 
stored under in a cool dry place, Vidalias can last up to 6 
months.  
 
The Vidalia variety is from Vidalia, Georgia.   

Pearl Onions 

 
 

A mild, sweet flavored onion with a crisp texture.  Pearl onions 
are actually young onions.  They are available as white, red, or 
yellow onions.  This variety is often roasted with meat, or added 
to soups, stews, and vegetable dishes.  
 

Shallots 

 

Pear-shaped bulbs that grow in a cluster.  Shallots are like garlic 
except the bulbs are attached at the roots.  The shallot has a 
light flesh with some purple or green.  Their flavor is mild.  
Shallots should not be browned.  Browning causes them to 
become bitter.  Grate shallots instead of mincing or finely dicing.  
Grating requires only half of the amount of minced shallot 
required for a recipe.  
 

Garlic 

 

Many people don’t know that garlic belongs to the onion family.  
Garlic can be found in white, pink or purple varieties. When used 
raw, garlic is slightly bitter.  But when sautéed or baked, it 
becomes mild and sweet.  Garlic powder can be substituted for 
fresh.  1/8 teaspoon of garlic powder is equal to one medium 
fresh clove of common garlic. 
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What is Allicin? 
 

Allicin is a powerful 

antibiotic and anti-fungal 

compound obtained from 

garlic. Allicin is formed 

when the garlic bulbs are 

crushed chopped or 

chewed. 

 

 

 
Fresh onions contain more moisture than dried onions.  Fresh onions are sweet and mild.  
They can be eaten raw.  They are good when added to salads, hamburgers, and other 
sandwiches. They can also be used in dishes where they require light cooking.  Fresh onions 
can be grilled or roasted. 
 
Spring onions 

 
 

A young onion.  Spring onions can be green, purple, or yellow.  
Its name refers to its freshness.  They have a white base that has 
not yet grown into a bulb.  Long, straight, green tubular leaves 
create its shape.  It is also commonly referred to as salad onions, 
green onion, and scallions.   

Scallions 

 

Scallions are different than green onions. Green onions can be 
any young variety of onions.  Scallions have a milder flavor than 
spring onions.  The bulb end of the scallion has straight sides 
and does not form a rounded bulb.   

 

 Prepara tion Tips 
 

Why do onions  
make you cry? 

 
When onions are cut, 

sulfur-containing gas 

(called the lachrymatory 

factor) is released.  The gas 

spreads in the air and 

comes into contact with 

your eyes.  The 

lachrymatory factor 

activates the nerves in the 

eyes.  The nerves send 

signals to your brain.  Your 

brain puts your gland that 

releases tears, causing you 

to cry.   

 

 
Peeling 
Cut off the top (stem) and bottom (root).  Peel 
the papery outer layers of skin with a knife.  
To remove the skin without a knife, place 
onions in boiling water for a minute.  This will 
loosen the skin.  To prevent crying while 
chopping, chill onions in the refrigerator for a 
few hours.  Use fresh or cooked.   
 
Sautéing and Caramelizing 
Slice or chop onions.  Place in oil or butter 
until soft.  Keep the heat low.  Stir constantly. 
If the onions begin to brown too quickly, 
reduce the heat.  And add 1 to 2 tablespoons 
of water. To caramelize onions for a richer 
flavor, continue sautéing until the onions 
brown. Sautéing time is about 5 to 10 minutes.  
Caramelizing cooking time is about 30 
minutes.  
 

      
Sautéed                      Caramelized 
Notice the difference in color and texture. 
 

 

Microwaving  
Peel onions.  Cut into desired size.  Put in a 
covered dish with a small amount of water or 
stock.  Cooking time depends on size of 
onions.  Cooking time is 5 to 10 minutes.   
 
Baking 
Use whole, unpeeled onions. Cut off the root 
ends.  Prick with a fork.  Place in a baking 
pan lightly coated with nonstick spray.  Or, 
peel the onions, pierce them, and wrap in foil. 
Cook in a 350°F to 375°F oven.  Test for 
doneness by pressing the onions.  The 
onions should give without feeling mushy. 
Cooking times for medium-sized onions is 45 
to 60 minutes.  
 

Boiling  
Boiling works best with whole and half onions.  
but also works for sliced onions. Depending 
on size, cooking time is 10 to 35 minutes.   
 
 
 
 



This material was funded by PENNSYLVANIA NUTRITION EDUCATION TRACKS, a part of USDA’s Food Stamp Program.  To find out how the Food Stamp 
Program can help you buy healthy foods, contact the PA Department of Public Welfare’s toll-free Helpline at 800-692-7462.  This institution is an equal 
opportunity provider and employer. 
 

Fitting  Onions into MyPyramid  

 
 
The green triangle of MyPyramid is the vegetable section.  Vegetables may be raw or cooked; 
fresh, frozen, or canned.  Age, gender, and level of physical activity determine the daily 
vegetable need.  For a 2000 calorie diet, it is 
recommended having about 2 ½ cups of vegetables 
daily.  For more information on vegetable serving sizes 
go to www.mypyramid.gov.   
 
 
 
 
Two slices of onion are equal to about ¼ cup of other 
vegetables.   

 

 
Nutrition Facts 
1 cup chopped Onion 

�
Key nutrient facts are circled in 
purple. 

Rec ipe Collec tion 
 
Nutrient Facts 
½ cup Pico de Gallo 

 

 
Pico de Gaillo  
Makes 6 servings 
 
Ingredients 
1 pound chopped ripe tomatoes  
1 1/2 cups chopped onion  
1/3 cup chopped, fresh cilantro  
3 seeded and chopped jalapeno peppers  
2 Tablespoons lime juice  
2 minced garlic cloves  
1/4 teaspoon salt 
 
 
 
Estimated cost: 
Per Recipe: $ 2.34  
Per Serving: $ 0.39 

 
Instructions 
1. Combine all ingredients in a medium 

bowl.  
2. Serve immediately or cover and 

refrigerate for up to 3 days.  
 
Note: Use to season meals or serve with 
whole grain tortilla chips. 
 

 
 

 
Nutrient Facts 
1 ½ cup Beans and Rice 

 

 
Beans and Rice 
Makes 4 servings 
 
Ingredients 
1 teaspoon olive oil  
1 Tablespoon minced garlic  
1 cup chopped onion  
1 cup diced green bell pepper (frozen or fresh) 
3 cups black beans, cooked or canned 
2 cups chicken broth, low sodium  
1 Tablespoon vinegar  
1/2 teaspoon dried oregano  
black pepper to taste  
3 cups brown rice, cooked 
 
Estimated cost: 
Per Recipe: $ 3.44  
Per Serving: $ 0.86 

 
Instructions 
1. Heat the olive oil in a large nonstick skillet 
2. Sauté the garlic, onion, and green bell 

pepper in the olive oil until golden 
3. Stir in the beans, broth, vinegar and 

seasoning 
4. Bring to a boil.  Then lower to a simmer 
5. Cook covered for 5 minutes 
6. Spoon over cooked rice.   
7. Serve 
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Nutrient Facts 
3/4 cup Vegetable Salad 

 

 
Hearty Vegetable Salad 
Makes 6 servings 
 
Ingredients 
1 1/2 cups brown rice, uncooked  
3 cups water  
½ cup lemon juice 
3 green onions (or scallions)  
1/4 cup minced parsley  
1/2 teaspoon salt  
black pepper to taste  
1/4 cup olive oil or other vegetable oil  
1 1/2 cups of your favorite vegetables cut into 
small pieces 
 
Estimated cost: 
Per Recipe: $ 2.23  
Per Serving: $ 0.37 

 
Instructions 
1. Wash rice and put into a 2-quart pot with 

water. Bring to boil. Lower heat to 
simmer.  Cook uncovered until all the 
water is absorbed. (about 45 minutes)  

2. Pour rice into medium sized bowl.  Allow 
to cool.  

3. Pour lemon juice over rice and stir. When 
rice is cooled, add the other ingredients 

4. Stir and chill at least 1 hour. This dish 
also can be served warm. 

 

 

 
Grow Your Own Onions 

 
Helpful Tips when 
Growing Onions 

 
To grow properly, different 
onions need different 
amounts of light and 
darkness.  Varieties are 
grouped by day length: 
short, long and 
intermediate.  This will be 
marked on the seed 
packages.   
 
Onions grow will well in 
pots.  Choose a pot at least 
12 inches deep and 8 
inches wide with good 
drainage. Fill it with 
compost-enriched potting 
soil And water frequently.   

 

 
Start seeds indoors.  Plant seeds 8 to 10 
weeks before the last frost. 
 
Keep the plants inside.  Choose an area that 
gets at least 6 hours of sun a day.  Onions 
need soil that is well-drained but holds 
moisture.  
 
Plant at least 8 inches deep.  This allows the 
bulb enough space to grow. 
 
Move plants outside 2 to 3 weeks before the 
last frost.  Plant onions deeper than they were 
growing in their pots.  Space them 2 to 6 
inches apart.  Larger bulbs will need more 
space.   
 
Weed often.  Be careful not to pull out the 
onion roots.   
 

 
Cover bulbs lightly if they start pushing out of 
the ground.  The exposed tops are might get 
sunburned.  This will affect the taste of the 
onion. 
 
Provide about an inch of water a week.  Do 
this until the tops begin to fall over or turn 
yellow. This is a sign that the bulbs are 
reaching maturity.  Then stop watering. 
 
Start harvesting scallions, or green onions, 
when the tops are about 6 inches tall.  The 
larger the plants grow, the stronger their 
flavor.  Begin pulling onion bulbs as soon as 
they©re large enough to use. 
 
For more information, contact your local 
Cooperative Extension Educator in the phone 
book or at http://www.extension.psu.edu/   
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Directions: Answer the questions to measure your onion skills 
 
 
1. Which is not a general “color” class that 

onions fall under? 
a. Blue 
b. Yellow 
c. White 

 
 
2. Onions and garlic are good sources of 

a. Calcium 
b. Fat 
c. Phytonutrients 

 
 
3. How much does an average American 

consume of fresh and processed onion a 
year? 

a. 21 pounds 
b. 7 pounds 
c. 35 pounds 

 
 
4. If you sautee onions until they are a rich, 

dark brown color, you are  
a. Baking 
b. Caramelizing 
c. Braising 

 
 
5. What is the name of the chemical that is 

released from a gaseous sulfur when you 
cut an onion, causing you to cry? 

a. Allieae 
b. Lachrymatory factor  
c. Oxygen 

 
6. Varieties of onions need different 

amounts of light to grow.  Varieties are 
grouped by day length: short, long and 
intermediate.  Where do you find this 
information? 

a. On an onion at the market 
b. In the mail 
c. On the seed package 
 

 
7. Which section of MyPyramid is for 

vegetables? 
a. Green 
b. Orange 
c. Red 

 
8. When purchasing onions, look for 

a. Discoloration  
b. Shiny and crackly skin 
c. Watery spots 

 
9. Allicin is an antioxidant.  It is formed when  

a. You cook onions 
b. Garlic bulbs are crushed chopped 

or chewed  
c. While onions are growing 
 
 

10. Do you eat garlic? 
a. Often 
b. Once in a while 
c. Never 
 

 
 
 
 
Your Score 

0-3 correct 4-6 correct 7-10 correct 
Onions and Garlic are great 
sources of vitamins and 
minerals and low in calories.  
Onions and Garlic are easy to 
use.  Onions and Garlic add 
great flavor to any dish.  If 
you scored 0-3, try to include 
onions in a dish this week.  
Top a hamburger with onions, 
or use them to add flavor to a 
steak dinner.   

Good job!  Onions are one of 
the highest used vegetables 
in the U.S. Onions are low in 
fat. Garlic comes in a variety 
of flavors. If you scored 4-6, 
try to include garlic in your 
dish tonight.  You can even 
sauté your garlic and your 
onions. Or you could chop up 
some raw onions to add them 
to a salad.   

Wonderful! You scored 7-10. 
Onions are a good source of 
Vitamin C.  Whether you like 
sweet or spicy, onions can fit 
into almost any dish. Try new 
things, and try to add onions 
and garlic more often to your 
meals.  

 
 
 
Correct Answers: a, c, a, b, b, c, a, b, a 
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Directions: Help the Spring Onion get safely to the plate.  
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Directions: Unscramble each of the clue words.  The words are related to onions or garlic. 

Take the letters that appear in  boxes and unscramble them for the final message. 
 
  

 

 
 


